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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
Dissertation Abstract 
Life After the EL Label: Conversations About Identity, Language, and Race 
Currently, the English Learner (EL) label is found in every facet of education 
concerning learners with home languages other than English.  While the EL label is 
designated to objectively identify students who are indeed learning English, it also brings 
with it an unintentional, outward forced identity that institutes an unwillingness among 
peers and teachers to socially and academically engage with EL-labeled students.  Not 
only has the label warranted inequitable academic opportunities, wide graduation gaps, 
and a consistently wide achievement gap, it has also perpetuated a deficit model and 
negative perceptions of the learners, especially with the racialized rhetoric that has 
accompanied English Only movements.  Presently, numerous studies narrate academic 
achievement statistics regarding the EL-labeled population; however, a review of the 
literature revealed a gap in research on how the label affects individuals on a social-
psychological level.  Given that Latinx communities are currently surrounded with an 
anti-immigrant, anti-Spanish rhetoric, along with historically racialized English Only 
movements that still play a role in today’s classrooms, this study sought to elucidate the 
narratives of previously labeled Latinx students regarding identity and self-concept and 
being stereotyped and stigmatized as a Latinx person as well as an “English Learner.”   
Thirteen Latinx individuals participated in this study.  Eight one-on-one 
interviews and two focus groups composed the qualitative data.  The data were analyzed 
through the conceptual theoretical lens of critical race theory (specifically, critical 
language and race theory and Latino critical theory) and the modified labeling theory. 
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The data revealed that Latinx adults who were labeled as ELs during their primary 
and/or secondary education not only experience social psychological internalizations 
related to the EL label, but they also manifest these internalizations in various ways and 
in multiple spaces of their lives beyond high school. 
This study concluded that the stigma and stereotypes associated with the EL label 
do not end at the moment of redesignation or at the end of high school.  On the contrary, 
individuals who were subjected to the label form internalizations about identity, 
language, and race that can be maintained beyond the label marker for an indeterminate 
amount of time.  However, through various experiences, the social-psychological 
internalizations can change between positive and negative associations under certain 
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THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Introduction 
In 2018, Princess Charlotte, daughter of Prince William and Catherine Middleton, 
was praised for her impressive achievement of bilingualism at the mere age of two, a 
quality that “most people cannot claim” (Ritschel as cited in Flores & Rosa, 2019).  
However, students with an EL label variation or children who grow up in a bilingual 
household can claim this language skill.  In fact, a child speaking any level of one or 
more languages can claim this linguistic ability.  Nevertheless, bilingualism in the form 
of a Person of color seems “less impressive” when it is coming from “non-White” 
individuals (Flores & Rosa, 2019).  Unlike Princess Charlotte, the bilingualism of 
racialized students is met with “precaution” and is seen “as a problem requiring a policy 
solution” (Flores & Rosa, 2019, p. 145).  Flores and Rosa (2019) elucidate this 
dichotomy as elite multilingualism versus minoritized multilingualism, in which the latter 
focuses on the “deficits” of many “low-income students from racialized backgrounds” (p. 
145), English Learners (EL), and English-as-an-additional-language (EAL) learners.  The 
system isolates these students by putting labels on them in order to identify them as 
individuals who are in need of fixing through linguistic measures rather than having rich 
linguistic capital.  Therefore, the English Language Learner (ELL) or EL label is 
associated with a subtractive form of language learning (Flores & Rosa, 2019).           
While the EL label is designated to objectively identify students who are indeed 
learning English, it also brings with it an unintentional, outward forced identity that 




with ESL students in a meaningful way” (Kubota & Lin, 2006, p. 479).  Kubota and Lin 
(2006) explain that the language proficiency of an individual heightens the intersection of 
race and language, where the term ‘native speaker’ is equated with White and the term 
‘nonnative speaker’ is equated with non-White, which ultimately essentializes the 
dichotomy and brings discrimination to nonnative speakers, “many of whom are people 
of color” (Kubota & Lin, 2006, p. 481).  Because the term English Learner equates to 
‘nonnative speaker,’ the label is used to reinforce structural racism, discrimination, and 
oppression to someone who does not speak English like a White individual.  Hence, a 
person of color will experience this discrimination and oppression because they are being 
listened to as “subject-as-seen” (Crump, 2014; Flores & Rosa, 2015).  Therefore, the 
label perpetuates racism through languaging experiences.  Ultimately, there is a 
hegemonic, structural language power in place, and it is being established through the 
linguistic labels assigned to students of other home languages.  In essence, using 
Kubota’s and Lin’s (2006) concept of native English equating to White, and nonnative 
English speakers to non-White, then the EL label is not being used to identify a nonnative 
English speaker, but rather a non-White student.   
What is important to understand is the historical context that moved the United 
States to institute English as a requirement to be “Americanized” (Linse, 2013, p. 108).  
The naturalization Act of 1906 elucidated the consensus that “it was imperative for all 
immigrants” to speak English (Linse, 2013, p. 108).  Unfortunately, the anti-German 
propaganda during World War I seemed to also fuel an anti-immigrant attitude across the 
U.S.  In fact, an anti-immigrant sentiment is not absent from the history of the U.S.: US 




(targeted discrimination again Japanese immigrants and U.S.-born Japanese Americans) 
(Linse, 2013).  Ultimately, the push for nativism imposed a “‘native’ Americanized way 
of thinking, speaking and doing things” (Linse, 2013, p. 109), which in turn, affected 
non-White individuals who had been natives of the United States for “countless 
generations” (Linse, 2013, p. 109).  Eventually, such legislation would be followed by the 
English Only movement during the early 1980s that “revolted against funding language 
accommodations” (Linse, 2013, p. 110), specifically targeting bilingual education.  
Ultimately, such movements would create opportunities for American nativists to mark 
individuals whose home language is other than English.  
Currently, the EL/ELL term is found in every facet of education concerning 
learners with other home languages other than English (Linse, 2013).  However, Linse 
(2013) clarifies that such terms are problematic for both the labeled and unlabeled, 
including teachers.  She expounds on the academic, social, linguistic, and cultural issues 
that are related to the terms, clarifying that such terms (1) nullify any curriculum that 
recognizes and values learners’ pre-existing linguistic and cultural capital, (2) are not 
reflective of cultural and linguistic diversity, which do not promote culturally responsive 
spaces, (3) have not been scrutinized to the same degree as their “more openly negative 
predecessor”--Limited English Proficient (LEP)--because of their “apparent descriptive 
neutrality” (Linse, 2013, p. 113), (4) are confusing since they can “technically” classify 
students who speak English as a home language who receive English instruction to 
develop academic skills, and (5) do not set bilingualism as a potential learning goal.  
Essentially, the label is consistent with the “current anti-immigrant climate…English 




Many studies have explained the problematic implications and academic 
consequences that are associated with students who are labeled EL (Alim et al., 2016; 
Callahan, 2005; Flores & Rosa, 2015; Flores & Rosa, 2019; Kim & Garcia, 2014; Kleyn 
& Menken, 2015; Menken & Kleyn, 2009; Olsen, 2010; Shapiro, 2014; Umansky et al., 
2015).  Consequently, the label identifies these students based on their perceived ‘lack’ of 
linguistic abilities rather than their “rich, dynamic linguistic repertoires” (Martínez, 2018, 
p. 515).  In the end, with a label that is connected to inadequacy, limitation, handicap, 
stigmatization, and educational inequality, researchers continually question the consistent 
use of the EL label and its effects on bilingual and emergent bilingual students (Alim et 
al., 2016; Linse, 2013; Martínez, 2018; Olvera, 2015; Umanksy, 2016, Umansky et al., 
2015; Vollmer, 2000).  As a result, this dissertation aimed to add to the body of literature 
by investigating the internalization effects the EL label has on its recipients. 
The Use of EL in This Study 
 While the researcher of this study does not approve of any label associated with 
“English Learner” or any linguistic marker that perpetuates a deficit model approach, the 
use of such labels in this dissertation were intended to investigate, theorize, and analyze 
under a common language knowledge used in language and education discourses.   
Statement of the Problem 
Martínez (2018) suggests that a prevalent problem with the EL label is not with 
the English Learner label itself, but rather the negative perceptions that teachers and 
peers obtain through the label’s associated academic and social characteristics.  The 
intended purpose of the label was and is to provide EL-classified students with the 




access to grade-level academic content” (Umansky, 2016, p. 715).  However, the label 
has also come with unintended negative status treatments and programmatic treatments 
such as “inferior resource allocation” (Umansky, 2016, p. 731) and inequitable academic 
opportunities (Umansky et al., 2015). 
A contributing factor to the negative perceptions about those labeled as English 
Learners is the idea that speaking a home language other than English is a deviation from 
what is the linguistic normality (Martínez, 2018; Skopalová, 2010).  Particularly, in the 
United States, English is perceived as the “monoglot standardization” (Silverstein, 1996, 
as cited by Ellis, 2007), in which English is the dominant language used to achieve “unity 
and uniformity in the nation-state” (Ellis, 2007, p. 179).  The problem with this, however, 
is that such an ideal normalizes monolingualism (Martínez, 2018).  On the contrary, 
speaking more than one language is what Martínez (2018) calls the “typical human 
condition” (p. 515).  If being bilingual/multilingual is more common than being 
monolingual (Ellis, 2007; Martínez, 2018), then it should stand that those who are 
learning English as an additional language are not outside of the norm; however, the 
process of marking these individuals stems from the dominant native (White) English 
standard used to measure social and linguistic normality in the United States (Ellis, 2007; 
Kubota & Lin, 2006; Martínez, 2018).   
In addition to being marked as a deviation from the monolingual norm (Martínez, 
2018), the EL label also perpetuates stereotypes and stigma (Alim et al., 2016; Flores & 
Rosa 2019; Hall 2012; Hill, 1998; Martínez, 2018; Skopalová, 2010; Umansky, 2016; 
Umansky et al., 2015).  Research suggests that students who are often labeled as English 




academic endeavors as well as ideas about their self-concepts (Dabach, 2014; Link et al., 
1989; Link & Phelan, 2006; Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010; Umansky, 2016; Vollmer, 
2000).  According to Umansky (2016), labels play a key role in education because they 
have a “meaningful impact on student outcomes” (p. 716).  Similarly, almost three 
decades ago, Rouse (1988) argued that because labels have a strong relationship with 
identity construction, school systems should be wary of the labels used to identify 
children and students.   It is strongly noted that research studies are profusely arguing the 
definite correlation between labeling, academic performance, identity construction, and 
self-concept (Alim et al., 2016; Baker, 2011; Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005; Dabach, 2014; 
Flores & Rosa 2019; Link & Phelan, 2006; Martínez, 2018; McLeod, 1995; Rahmani, 
2011; Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010; Umansky, 2016; Vollmer, 2000).  Nevertheless, 
schools are continuing to use the EL label despite previous research conclusions.  
Ultimately, it is evident that the English Learner label still requires more “scrutiny” 
(Linse, 2013) for its usage, especially since it is perceived as a deviation from the norm 
(Martínez, 2018; Skopalová, 2010; Umansky, 2016).          
As a result, this study intended to demonstrate how the EL label plays an integral 
role in the identity construction of individuals who went through their primary and 
secondary schooling labeled as English Learners in the United States.  Specifically, this 
study sought to elucidate the narratives of previously labeled Latinx adults and their 
social-psychological internalizations regarding identity and self-concept and being 




Background and Need 
 In 1994, the English Language Learner (ELL) term was introduced by Charlene 
Rivera and Mark La Celle-Peterson in order to assert a more “positive term” over the 
previous Limited English Proficient (LEP) label (Harvard Educational Review, as cited in 
Linse, 2013).  From an objectivist viewpoint, the EL/ELL label was designed to identify 
students who are learning English and have yet to attain academic English proficiency 
(Linse, 2013).  The name functions as a placement designation; however, with the 
racialized rhetoric that has accompanied English-only movements, the present term 
perpetuates a deficit model and negative perceptions of the learners (Linse, 2013).  
Therefore, if the label promotes such discourse, then a critical analysis and reflection is 
needed to investigate how this narrative may be internalized within the learners 
themselves. 
The California EL-Classified Population  
 As of 2016, U.S.-born EL-labeled students account for 73 percent of California’s 
Limited English Proficient (LEP) population present in K-12 schools; 57 percent of 
which are in grades 6-12 (Sugarman & Geary, 2015).  This is an ever-increasing number 
with the influx of immigrants on a yearly basis.  California has approximately 1.332 
million English learners enrolled in public schools since the 2016-2017 school year, as 
reported by the California Department of Education (CDE); of these students, about 
82.19 percent are from a Spanish-speaking background.  According to the CDE, local 
schools and districts need to achieve the following two goals: 
● Ensure that English learners acquire full proficiency in English as rapidly and 




● Ensure that English learners, within a reasonable period of time, achieve the same 
rigorous grade-level academic standards that are expected of all students. 
(cde.ca.gov) 
In assisting schools in reaching these goals, the CDE asserts that accomplishing such 
goals will help close the achievement gap between English learners and their native 
English-speaking peers.  However, in considering the achievement gap, one cannot 
ignore the fact that race and socio-economic status intersect with language in ways that 
directly impact the “EL” population.  
The CDE’s 2018 standardized testing results demonstrate that in districts with 
high numbers of English learners and low-income students, passing rates were in the 
single digits, far below their white and Asian peers with almost 65-75% passing rates for 
English and math tests.  According to Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC), a 2018 
report demonstrates that 26.1 percent of Latinos live in poverty, compared with 18.9 
percent of African Americans, 17.6 percent of Asian Americans, and 13.5 percent of 
whites.  Furthermore, of 39.2 percent of all Californians living in poverty, Latinos 
disproportionately make up 52.8 percent of poor Californians.  Given that 82 percent of 
English Learners come from Spanish-speaking homes, and most Spanish-speaking homes 
represent Latino families in California, one can believe that there is a high probability 
that the so-called “achievement gap” regarding Spanish-speaking learners lies heavily in 
English language proficiency and poverty.  That being the case, it may not be so much 
about an achievement gap, but rather about an opportunity gap; questionably, a highly 




the CDE and California public schools/districts are indeed achieving the two 
aforementioned goals for all students labeled as ELs is appropriate and called for. 
While there is a naturally expected achievement gap between ELs and English-
proficient speakers on mainstream assessments in the first several years of learning 
English, this “lag” is expected to narrow significantly after learning English for about 
five to seven years (the expected time for ELs to reach proficiency) (Sugarman & Geary, 
2018); however, a recent concern regarding the 2016-2017 school year (SY) state 
standardized test results for long-term English Learners (LTELs) elucidate a significant 
number of them not scoring proficient in English language arts and math (Sugarman and 
Geary, 2018).  Because of this outcome, California policymakers are “driven to 
strengthen the ways they hold schools accountable for EL outcomes on academic 
assessments” (Sugarman & Geary, 2018, p.5), but are “the ways” enough? 
A Brief History on Recent CA Language Education Policies  
 Attempting to hold states, schools, and educators accountable for student 
outcomes has been a continuous work in progress, specifically for educational outcomes 
and equity regarding EL and low-income populations.  In 1998, California passed 
Proposition 227, also known as the English Language in Public Schools Statute, with the 
prescription of having LEP-classified students take special classes taught mostly in 
English.  Consequently, this eliminated bilingual education in most cases and lead to the 
decrease of bilingual credentialed educators (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 
2017).  The intention behind this proposition was to have students labeled as “LEP” to 
learn English faster through a rapid one-year program, and to have all instruction in 




Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in 2002--a policy aiming to assist struggling students 
where they needed additional support, regardless of race, income, dis/ability, language, 
and background (U.S. Department of Education (USDE)).  However, because the NCLB 
created test-driven learning environments and unworkable “prescriptive requirements” 
for educators, the Obama administration worked to create and propose a better law in 
2010 (USDE): Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  Becoming an official law in 2015, 
ESSA helps ensures success for students and schools through the following provisions 
(www.ed.gov/essa):   
● Advances equity by upholding critical protections for America's disadvantaged 
and high-need students. 
● Requires—for the first time—that all students in America be taught to high 
academic standards that will prepare them to succeed in college and careers. 
● Ensures that vital information is provided to educators, families, students, and 
communities through annual statewide assessments that measure students' 
progress toward those high standards. 
● Helps to support and grow local innovations—including evidence-based and 
place-based interventions developed by local leaders and educators—consistent 
with our Investing in Innovation and Promise Neighborhoods 
● Sustains and expands this administration's historic investments in increasing 
access to high-quality preschool. 
● Maintains an expectation that there will be accountability and action to effect 




not making progress, and where graduation rates are low over extended periods of 
time. 
However, ESSA provisions did not go into effect until 2018.  Under ESSA, states 
are required to standardize how EL students are identified and exited from EL status, with 
the note that states can develop their own English language proficiency indicators 
(Sugarman & Geary, 2018).  Even so, allowing states and districts to develop their own 
proficiency standards is problematic because of the lack of consistency for students 
(Umansky et al., 2015).   
Finally, in 2016, California proposed and passed Proposition 58: the California 
Non-English Languages Allowed in Public Education Act; essentially, a proposition that 
repealed Proposition 227.  Proposition 58 allows schools to use multiple programs to 
teach English to EL-classified students.  This encouraged schools to reinstate bilingual 
education programs, where students learn from teachers who speak both English and their 
home language.  However, despite the U.S.’ and California’s best efforts to instate laws 
to help academically and linguistically struggling student populations, recent 
standardized test results demonstrate that there remains a large achievement gap between 
EL-classified students and non-ELs who met or exceeded the standard in ELA (Sugarman 
& Geary, 2018); a large gap that is highlighted in 11th grade students (Sugarman & 
Geary, 2018).  Although California’s educational policies have produced academic 
improvement, the rate in which EL-classified students and low-income students are 
improving is at a “snail’s pace” (Cano, 2018), and despite ESSA’s best efforts, there is 




adequately prepared for higher education, as shown through the “wide [graduation] 
gaps... between ELs and all students” (Sugarman & Geary, 2018, p. 6).   
In a 2015 Stanford Graduate School of Education report, Umansky et al. (2015) 
conducted a study that reveals reasons as to why the long-term academic progress of EL-
labeled students in California is still problematic.  Ultimately, the study concluded that 
EL programs are not academically rigorous enough, and that more often than not, these 
programs isolate students from classes preparing them for a college career.  The academic 
opportunities warranted to these students have been inequitable in the sense that learners 
are still suffering from restricted educational opportunity regarding their academic 
learning needs despite statewide efforts to close the achievement gap (Umansky et al., 
2015).  Furthermore, the research communicates that LTELs, although having advanced 
oral English proficiency, still “require support in reading and writing development and 
access to rigorous academic language and content instruction” (Umansky et al., 2015, p. 
4).  
Overall, since California has made educational policies that partially target the EL 
population for almost the last decade, statistics indicate that these moves have not been 
enough to make significant strides towards a more equitable academic journey (CDE; 
Sugarman & Geary, 2015; Olsen, 2010; PPIC, 2018; Umansky et al., 2015). The fact that 
57.7 percent of California’s 73.5 percent of ELs (Sugarman & Geary, 2015) are still 
present at the secondary level is astonishing.  Something is still missing from the 
equation of these students’ academic success.  What the CDE and law and policy makers 
have failed to recognize is the social-psychological implications that may come with 




often isolated and are not given ample opportunities to take rigorous and challenging 
coursework (Umansky et al., 2015).  Therefore, the associated emotional impact that 
comes from being isolated along with the consistent lack of equitable educational 
opportunity inherently tells these students that they culturally, linguistically, and racially 
deviate from the “normal” standardization of school (Martínez, 2018; Skopalová, 2010; 
Umansky, 2016; Yosso, 2005).  All in all, it is time for the EL/ELL label, and all of its 
variances, to either be replaced by a term that honors multiplicity (Ortmeier-Hooper, 
2008) or multicompetence (Cook, 1999), or be eradicated altogether for the educational 
and social-psychological benefit of all learners.    
Purpose of Study 
Currently, while there are numerous studies that narrate academic-achievement 
statistics regarding students who are labeled EL (Alim et al., 2016; Callahan, 2005; 
Flores & Rosa, 2015; Flores & Rosa, 2019; Kim & Garcia, 2014; Kleyn & Menken, 
2015; Menken, 2008; Menken & Kleyn, 2009; Olsen, 2010; Shapiro, 2014; Umansky et 
al., 2015), there is no known study to date that has researched the social-psychological 
effects that the EL label has on individuals, specifically on Latinx individuals who are 
surrounded with the anti-immigrant, anti-Spanish rhetoric that dominates today’s media, 
along with historically racialized English-movements that still play a role in present-day 
classrooms.  Therefore, through the use of narrative inquiry, the purpose of this study was 
to investigate the emotional, social, and psychological consequences that come with 
being labeled an EL, and whether or not these effects are internalized even after the label 





The following research questions will guide this study:    
1. What social-psychological internalizations do Latinx adults experience as a result 
from having the English Learner label as their K-12 identifier?  
a. How do these internalizations manifest in their sense of identity, sense of 
belonging, language use, and racial perception? 
Conceptual Theoretical Framework 
For the purpose of this study, two extensions of Critical Race theory (CRT) and 
the modified labeling theory (MLT) are used to explain and understand the phenomena in 
this study that explores Latinx social-psychological experiences with labeling, identity, 
language, and race. 
Critical Race Theory 
 Before diving into the two critical theories used to examine and analyze the 
findings of this study, it is important to understand their epistemological origins of 
critical race theory (CRT), specifically in education.  It frames and accounts for the role 
of race and racism in the U.S. education system while working to “[eliminate] racism as 
part of a larger goal of eliminating other forms of subordination such as gender, class, 
and sexual orientation” (Yosso, Villalpando, Delgado Bernal, & Solórzano, 2001, p. 90).  
In applying the aforementioned definition of CRT in education, LangCrit and LatCrit, 
then, seek to challenge and remove forms of subordination concerning language and 
Latinx educational experiences.  Furthermore, in understanding the present study’s 




acknowledge the “five themes” that informed the researcher’s research methods and 
analysis as it applies to CRT in education: 
1. The Intercentricity of Race and Racism:...CRT in education centralizes race 
and racism, while focusing on the intersections of racism with other forms of 
subordination. 
2. The Challenge to Dominant Ideology: A critical race theory in education 
challenges the traditional claims of the educational system such as objectivity, 
meritocracy, color-blindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity. 
3. The Commitment to Social Justice: A critical race theory in education 
challenges us to envision social justice as the struggle to eliminate racism and 
other forms of subordination while empowering groups that have been 
subordinated (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, 2001). 
4. The Centrality of Experiential Knowledge:...CRT in education views this 
knowledge [experiential knowledge of People of Color] as strength and draws 
explicitly on the lived experiences of Students of Color by including such 
methods as storytelling, family history, biographies, scenarios, parables, cuentos, 
chronicles, and narratives (Bell, 1987; Carrasco, 1996; Delgado, 1989, 1993, 
1995a&b, 1996; Olivas, 1990). 
5. The Interdisciplinary Perspective:...A critical race theory in education 
challenges traditional, mainstream analyses by analyzing racism and other forms 
of subordination in education in historical and interdisciplinary terms (Delgado, 




 Ultimately, this study was designed to envelope the topic of this research with the 
five themes outlined in Yosso et al.’s (2001) chapter from a language studies and Latinx 
studies perspective, coupled with a social-psychological theoretical framework in order to 
examine, analyze, and understand Latinx educational experiences regarding language, 
labeling, and identity.  
Critical Language and Race Theory 
Following early critical race theory (CRT) scholars (e.g. Derrick Bell, Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, Mari Matsuda, and Richard Delgado), TESOL scholars have begun to 
consider the ways in which language and race intersect with one another.  In an effort to 
understand how the propagation of Whiteness as a norm is associated with native English 
speakers, critical language scholars examine the ways in which languages and boundaries 
around languages have been socially and politically produced and maintained (Crump, 
2014).  Viewing language from a CRT lens shifts the view from language-as-a-system to 
language as a social activity (Crump, 2014).  As a result, in order to theorize the 
intersection of language and CRT, Alison Crump (2014) introduces Critical Language 
and Race Theory (LangCrit), and defines it as the following:  
LangCrit is a critical framework for language studies that recognizes intersections 
of audible and visible identity in shaping possibilities for being and becoming.  It 
is a lens that allows for an examination of how individual social practices and 
identity performances are connected to a larger ecosocial system of discourses, 
policies, and practices. (p. 201)  
In essence, LangCrit examines the “ways in which race, racism, and racialization 




like CRT, LangCrit recognizes the ways individuals, specifically language learners, are 
oppressed and marginalized.  Since language has historically been dichotomized into 
native versus nonnative speaker, and these dichotomies have been equated to White vs 
nonWhite (Kubota & Lin, 2006), Crump (2014) calls for a critical analysis on the role 
language plays in identity and racial formation, and sense of belonging.  The key 
constructs of LangCrit are language, identity, and race.          
LangCrit and Identity 
LangCrit suggests that identity and language intersect with one another because 
the acts of identity are conducted through language (Crump, 2014).  Power and 
dominance are maintained in language through certain linguistic resources and spaces 
that can shape what individuals can and cannot do (Crump, 2014).  The EL label implies 
what a learner cannot do in terms of English fluency, or at least at a level that does not 
compare to that of the native speaker, regardless if the learner’s oral language skill is 
seemingly fluent.  The EL, LEP, LTEL, and RFEP labels lead to assume that the student 
is deficient in the dominant language, no matter the level of language acquisition or 
cultural knowledge.  This is turn may cause an inward and outward subjectivity for both 
students and teachers.   When given the EL label as their academic identifier, there is a 
great possibility that the learner will grow to believe that their level of bilingual English 
is inadequate, and that in fact, it is a “battle...they are fated never to win” (Cook, 1999, p. 
204).  Whatever language they do acquire will always be considered deficient when 
compared to the language fluency of the native (White) speaker.    
LangCrit encourages students and teachers to view language and identity as 




(Kimberlé Crenshaw, as cited in Crump, 2014). As a result, language must be viewed as 
fluid as well.  Language is interchangeable and exchanged between discourses.  It is the 
way one is identified as part of a community; it is also a way in which one learns to 
belong to a community.  In the current state of “nonnative” school identification, the EL 
label only identifies the hegemonic white language the student is trying to learn, but it 
negates the acknowledgement of the student’s home language(s) and culture(s), which is 
part of their identity.  If this remains linguistically unacknowledged in our schools, then 
racialized ideas about language and the individual will continue to penetrate their 
learning spaces and their identity--i.e. native language equals deficient; English equals 
better, more valuable--for students, teachers, and administration.  Changing the current 
label to a more empowering identifier is necessary if we are to value and appreciate the 
identity and language of a student.  Cook’s concept of Multicompetence recognizes that 
an “L2 user [is] viewed as [a] multicompetent” speaker who “[stands] between two 
worlds and two cultures” (p. 185, 204), and in fact, can do what no monolingual can do.  
Identifying students as bilinguals rather than ELs convinces them and their community 
that they are “successful multicompetent speakers, not failed speakers” (Cook, 1999, p. 
204); and whenever they stop acquiring the language, their level will not be seen as 
limited or redesignated, but as sequential (Cook, 1999) --i.e. I speak Spanish, then 
English.  Their identity as a nonnative speaker is not denigrated but empowered.  
Changing the label allows for multicompetent speakers to become humanized in a 
historically racist space that often goes unnoticed. 
LangCrit and Race  




and racial categories have social, historical, and political associations, LangCrit centers 
language as a vehicle for either resisting or perpetuating these pre-existing associations 
(Crump, 2014).  Ultimately, language is associated with power because of the racially 
constructed preferences for English over other languages, as well as the preference of 
certain accents over others.  In short, in addition to theorizing the subject-as-heard, 
LangCrit also theorizes the subject-as-seen, and how this intersection shapes “individual 
possibilities for becoming” (Crump, 2014, p. 220).  Therefore, given EL schooling, 
policy, and practice around language learning, LangCrit offers a lens to analyze the past 
and current racial forming experiences of Latinx individuals who underwent EL/sheltered 
English environments.  In other words, do specific racial perceptions of themselves stem 
from their educational language learning experiences?  How have EL-labeled individuals 
used their languaging for racial formation given their historical, social, and political 
associations?    
LangCrit in Education  
Given that the study examined the ways in which the K-12 education system  
sets boundaries around language, as well as defines how language should be used, 
LangCrit is also used to critique and understand how systemic inequalities in the 
educational system regarding language learning practices are maintained.  Much to 
Ladson-Billings’ (1998) notion of education not coming to terms with what enables racial 
and structural inequalities, the field of English language education also needs to continue 
to understand the ways in which racial and structural inequalities persist through 





Latina/o Critical Theory 
 Given that this study focused on the social-psychological internalizations of 
Latinx EL-labeled individuals, it was pertinent to include a theory that specifically 
examines the experiences of Latinx regarding law, race, and power.  Therefore, Latina/o 
critical theory (LatCrit) is used to frame and analyze the experiences of Latinx 
participants as they pertain to speaking Spanish, learning and speaking English, sense of 
belonging, and power structures.  Additionally, LatCrit is also used as a platform to offer 
participants an opportunity to not only share their stories, but to also build community 
with each other based on experiences, “shared principles, ethics, practices and 
aspirations” (Valdes, 2005, p. 148) --key features of LatCrit theory and praxis.  
 Emerging in 1995, from critical legal scholarship, LatCrit served and continues to 
serve as a response to the historical disparity of Latinx representation in law and 
education (Valdes, 2005).  It specifically focuses on Latinx experiences, and centers 
“intra-Latina/o ‘difference’ as a foundational aspect of [the] collective work” (Valdes, 
2005, p. 154).  In other words, LatCrit allows scholars to not only commit to the 
dismantling of white supremacy and privilege, but also to examine the internal diversities 
that are present in Latinx communities that also account for Latinx identities (Valdes, 
2005). 
Understanding how law reform can bring social justice to Latinx communities and 
discourses, it has also proven viable in education reform regarding Latinx education and 
language learning policies and practice.  Specifically, for this study, LatCrit helped 
examine the language learning and language labeling experiences of Latinx individuals, 




and analyzing how labeling minoritized languages for an already minoritized group of 
people maintain oppressive states in education and post-educational experiences.  It also 
serves as a platform for participants to share their stories, build community with one 
another, and how, as researchers committed to social justice, can continue moves towards 
educational reform for Latinx students.    
For too long, Latinx students have been deprived of equal and equitable 
opportunities for academic success, stuck behind remedial and non-academic courses, 
and othered-language identification policies, despite slow growth (Flores, 2017; Gándara 
& Contreras, 2009; Gándara & Mordechay, 2016; Garcia, Woodley, Flores, & Chu, 2012; 
Flores & Rosa, 2019; Menken, 2008; Rodriguez & Oseguera, 2015; Pew Research 
Center, 2016; Quintana & Mahgoub, 2016; Shapiro, 2014; Umansky, 2016; Umansky et 
al., 2015; Yosso, 2005; Yosso, 2006).  Using LatCrit theory as a foundational point of 
examination and analysis, responded to the historical, social, and political oppression of 
the minoritized bilingual/multilingualism of Latinx individuals, as well as to the invisible 
normalization of the problematic label, EL.    
Modified Labeling Theory 
   Psychology’s labeling theory is the theory of how self-identity and behavior are  
predicted by the influence of labels or terms used to classify individuals.  Essentially, 
individuals who deviate from the norm or cultural standards are often labeled to create a 
separation between “us” and “them.”  However, Link et al. (1989) criticize the labeling 
theory for its “downplay” on the factors of stigma and stereotyping that come with being 
labeled, and therefore extend the labeling theory to become the “modified labeling 




that stereotypes and expectations associated with those labels can ultimately have a 
negative impact on self-identity and the behavior of individuals.  In essence, the modified 
labeling theory (MLT) focuses on the effects of labeling rather than the factors that lead 
to labeling (unlike the labeling theory).  The following five steps are considered central to 
MLT (Link et al., 1989, p. 402-404): 
Step 1: Societal Conceptions of What it Means to be a Mental Patient: 
Perceptions of Devaluation-Discrimination 
Step 2: Labeled: Societal conceptions become relevant to self.  
Not labeled: societal conceptions are irrelevant to Self 
Step 3: Labeled Individual’s Response: E.g. --secrecy, withdrawal, education.  
Not labeled: no consequences due to labeling--negative effects attributable to 
social and psychological factors unrelated to labeling.  
Step 4: Negative consequences for self-esteem, earning power, or social network 
ties. 
Step 5: Vulnerability to new disorder or to repeat episodes of existing disorder 
 Link et al.’s (1989) results demonstrate that patients who experienced a “potent 
labeling experience,” had evidence of “enduring stigma effects” (p. 420).  They also 
clearly supported that patients experienced the effects of stigma when they were pre-
labeled before the outcome variables, and those who were labeled after-the-fact, 
experienced no effects.  Ultimately, labeling and stigma go hand-in-hand, and Link et 
al.’s modified labeling approach can help critical language scholars and schools 




consequence, especially for Latinx individuals who endured English-only movements and 
in the present anti-immigrant rhetoric.     
Using MLT to frame the social-psychological effects of the EL label helped 
analyze the internalizations that occur with labeling language conditions for Latinx 
learners, and indicated if those effects relate to the label itself.  Although students labeled 
as English learners are not mental patients, and a study has yet to be conducted using this 
theoretical framework concerning language studies, the five steps described in MLT are 
prescribed to the social-psychological effects “ELs” experience during and after their 
labeling.  Therefore, in using MLT, this study argues that the EL label not only contains 
negative effects on the Self, but also perpetuates stigma and stereotypes related to “ELs” 
in both inward and outward subjectivity.  Additionally, because MLT maintains the idea 
that individuals “internalize societal conceptions of what it means to be labeled mentally 
ill (Link et al., 1989, p. 402), this study also used MLT to entertain the idea that EL-
labeled Latinx individuals do internalize societal conceptions of what it means to be 
labeled “EL” and what it means to be labeled “EL” as a Latinx individual.    
Conclusively, in using LangCrit, LatCrit, and the MLT, Latinx learners who have 
been labeled EL experience devaluation, discrimination, stigmatization, and stereotyping 
on three factors: labeling, languaging race, and racing language.  Ultimately, because EL-
labeled Latinx students linguistically and culturally deviate from the standard language 
and cultural norms in the United States (i.e. English (specifically, White English) and 
Whiteness), intentionally marking their language difference also (un)intentionally marks 
their race, which may most likely lead to further stigmatization and stereotyping of the 




Limitations and Delimitations 
 During the data collection phase of this dissertation, shelter-in-place orders were 
administered in the state of California due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  This unforeseen 
event limited the manner in which one-on-one interviews were conducted, as well as the 
protocol for conducting the second focus group interview.  As a result, conversing over 
Zoom (a video conferencing tool) posed a limitation to this study.  Even though 
participants said they were comfortable interviewing through Zoom, screen time, stable 
internet connection, clarity, and the overall topic of COVID-19 were common issues 
found among participants.  At times, such interruptions momentarily digressed the focus 
of the interview.   
In terms of the second focus group, several participants cancelled because of their 
concern for their health; nevertheless, three participants attended the second focus group 
interview with the understanding that everyone needed to have their temperature 
monitored, as well as sit at least six feet apart.  This protocol and physical layout also 
posed a limited to the study.  Overall, because of the pandemic and the mode of 
communication, participants may not have been willing to be open about their identity, 
sense of belonging, and self-concept; they might have felt overwhelmed with what was 
going on in the world at the time.   
Finally, other factors that posed a limitation to this study are the lack of cultural 
diversity, post-high school education experiences, and the lack of diversity in US-born, 
early-, and late-arriving resident students (Ferris, 2009).  The majority of the participants 
(11 out of 13) identified as Mexican/Mexican-American; therefore, the conversation 




Additionally, given that all of the participants have college backgrounds, the present 
research study is not representative of the experiences of individuals who did not go to 
college.  Finally, another posed limitation was the unequal representation of US-born 
participants, early-arriving participants (individuals who arrive to the U.S. before the age 
of eight), and late-arriving participants (individuals who arrived to the U.S. after the age 
of 8).  Of the 13 participants, seven were born in the United States, three were early-
arriving students, and four were late-arriving students (came to the U.S. at the age of 15).  
Hence, experiences in education regarding the “EL” experience and social-psychological 
internalizations are not representative of all EL-labeled students within the K-12 
education system.            
Delimitations 
 One important delimitation of this study is the inclusion and exclusion criteria for 
selecting participants.  Latinx adults between the ages of 18 and 40 were only considered 
for this study.  They needed to have been labeled EL anytime during their K-12 
experience.  Additionally, needed to identify Mexico, Central, or South America as their 
families’ countries of origin.      
Another delimitation for the present study is the responses for the interview 
questions.  Responses that were outside of the EL label and identity, race, sense of 
belonging, and/or language were not considered for analysis, solely for the purpose of 
answering the research question; however, “outside” responses were highlighted in the 
discussion as possible further areas of research for EL label internalizations.  
Finally, while the number of participants is a limitation, it is also a delimitation. 




participants were personally interviewed for the present study for the purpose of 
conducting in-depth interviews and in-depth analyses.        
Educational Significance 
 It is the hope that the data and findings of this study are used to provide educators,  
administrators, and counselors with a better understanding about the social-psychological 
effects that come with being labeled as an already minoritized and racialized individual; 
how a label that is intended for “helpful” language accommodations can play a grand role 
in a student’s sense of belonging and identity.  Since language is a marker for cultural 
membership and is used as capital for higher education and success, it is important to 
understand how labeling both native-born and immigrant language learning students can 
cause cultural separation, as well as a devalued perception of cultural and linguistic 
capital.  If schools’ mission statements include the words “all students,” then different 
measures need to be taken to ensure that all students are indeed taken care of in both 
academic endeavors and personal growth and health.   
Additionally, this study anticipates the encouragement of more focused 
professional developments concerning the EL-labeled population, as well as historically 
marginalized communities.  Perhaps, teachers and administrators will be led to 
continually check-in with their school culture, policies, and the students’ academic and 
general well-being.  Furthermore, as the narratives of the participants are demonstrated 
and analyzed, teachers will hopefully examine their classroom practices, interactions, and 
attitudes towards their students labeled as ELs, towards their students with Spanish-
speaking accents, and towards their Latinx students, as all three may be part of a single 




be positively influenced, and their academic experience may be improved on an 
emotional level of learning.  
 Additionally, this study hopes to influence the way educators, administrators, and 
districts consider the type of curriculum, school culture, and course offerings they want 
on their campuses, and to pay careful attention to the academic access they are either 
sustaining or prohibiting Students of Color, language learners, and other marginalized 
communities.      
Definition of Terms 
Academic language: Academic language “refers to the oral, written, auditory, and visual 
language proficiency required to learn effectively in schools and academic programs—
i.e., it’s the language used in classroom lessons, books, tests, and assignments, and it’s 
the language that students are expected to learn and achieve fluency in” (The Glossary of 
Education Reform). 
Bilingual/Multilingual: “In the context of schooling, terms bilingual and multilingual 
are interpreted to include not only the ability to use more than one language but also the 
ability to use more than one dialect of the same language” (Bybee & Hinojosa, 2014, p. 
138).   
Code-Switching: “A term that linguists have used to refer to the alteration between two 
languages within the same interaction” (Martínez, 2018, p. 516). 
Deviant (behavior): When an “individual’s behaviour may break social norms at a 





Elite multilingualism: The linguistic diversity of White, upper/middle class people is 
valorized compared to that of non-White individuals. (Flores & Rosa, 2019). 
English Learner/English Language Learner: “Students who are unable to 
communicate fluently or learn effectively in English, who often come from non-English-
speaking homes and backgrounds, and who typically require specialized or modified 
instruction in both the English language and in their academic courses” (The Glossary of 
Education Reform). 
Identity: Identity “is viewed as socially constituted, a reflexive, dynamic product of the 
social, historical, and political contexts of an individual’s lived experiences” (Hall, 2012, 
p. 31).   
Internalization: “The nonconscious mental process by which the characteristics, beliefs, 
feelings, or attitudes of other individuals or groups are assimilated into the self and 
adopted as one’s own” (APA Dictionary of Psychology). 
Labeling: The process of “describing an individual’s behaviour as inappropriate 
regardless of whether any norms have been broken” (Skolpalová, 2010, p. 330).  
Labeling is “closely related to that of stigmatization” (Skolpalová, 2010, p. 331).    
Language policy: “Language policy is concerned with such topics as which language(s) 
will be taught in school, how language education is implemented, as well as orientations 
towards language and language ideology” (Menken, 2008, p. 5). 
Long-term English Learner: “Students who have been officially designated as English 




Marked (person): A person or an attribute that is identified and often labeled as having 
an undesirable characteristic within a specific time and place; often associated with 
deviant behavior (Link and Phelan, 2001).  
Minoritized multilingualism: “Bilingualism of marginalized communities” (Flores & 
Rosa, 2015, p. 156).  It is seen as a subtractive form of language diversity from 
“racialized communities with deficient linguistic models of personhood… [it is] 
inappropriate and in need of correcting when used by low-income students from 
racialized backgrounds” (Flores & Rosa, 2019, p. 146).   
Monolingual: “An individual...who does not have access to more than one linguistic 
code as a means of social communication” (Ellis, 2007, p. 176). 
Race: “An interpretation of how socially, historically, and politically constructed 
meanings have become associated with particular physical traits, or racial categories” 
(Crump, 2014, p. 211).   
Reclassification/Redesignated: “A student who is a former EL and demonstrates 
sufficient acquisition of the English language to be classified as English proficient” 
(Olvera, 2015, p. 78).   
Stereotype: “A set of cognitive generalizations...about the qualities and characteristics of 
the members of a group or social category” that are often “exaggerated, negative...and 
resistant to revision” even when encounters disprove preconceived ideas “congruent with 
the stereotype” (APA Dictionary of Psychology). 
Stigma: “The negative social attitude attached to a characteristic of an individual that 





Transcaring: “Caring enacted to build a common collaborative “in-between” space that 
transcends linguistic and cultural differences between schools and homes” (Garcia et al., 
2012, p. 799).    
Translanguaging: “The ways that bilinguals move fluidly and flexibly across linguistic 
boundaries” (Martínez, 2018, p. 516). 
Summary 
Presently, the EL/ELL term is found in almost every facet of education regarding 
learners who speak another language other than English at home; learners who have been 
identified as needing supported instruction in English reading, writing, and speaking.  
Unfortunately, the EL/ELL label is often associated with a subtractive form of language 
learning, one that seeks to fix the problematic linguistic practices.  While the intended 
purpose of the label was to provide EL-classified students with the appropriate language 
development instruction, it has also fostered an unintended negative association that 
perpetuates stereotypes, stigma, and leads to a consistent depletion of equitable access to 
rigorous and challenging coursework.      
As a result, research suggests that students who are often labeled as English 
Learners will internalize the stereotypes and stigma as negative feelings about their 
academic endeavors, as well as their ideas about their self-concepts.  Studies have 
repeatedly demonstrated again that EL-classified students are often isolated and are not 
given ample opportunities to academically succeed.  In addition, given that 82 percent of 
English Learners come from Spanish-speaking homes, and most Spanish-speaking homes 
represent Latino families in California, one might believe that there is a high probability 




English language proficiency and poverty.  Historically, Latinx students have been 
deprived of equal and equitable opportunities for academic success, stuck behind 
remedial and non-academic courses and othered-language identification policies.   
Consequently, the associated emotional and social impact that comes from being 
isolated, both linguistically and culturally, along with the consistent lack of equitable 
educational opportunity, inherently tells these students that they culturally, linguistically, 
and racially deviate from the “normal” standardization of school.  Conclusively, a 
system’s perspective (i.e. teacher, administration, outside peers) does have an effect on 
students’ expectations and achievements for themselves within the classroom.  Labels, 
such as the EL/ELL term, contain the high probability of manifesting a forced identity on 
the recipient.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the social-
psychological internalizations that may be present in Latinx adults who were labeled EL 
during their primary and/or secondary education.  Utilizing the conceptual theoretical 
framework of Critical Language and Race theory (LangCrit), Latino Critical theory 
(LatCrit), and the modified labeling theory (MLT), the research questions attempted to 
clearly illuminate the narrated experiences and internalizations of Latinx adults regarding 





REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 
 In the Mendez v. Westminster (1946) case, the United States Court of Appeals for 
the Ninth Circuit ruled that separate “Mexican schools” in California were 
unconstitutional as they were evidence of “their discriminatory practices against the 
pupils of Mexican descent in the public schools” (U.S. District Court Judge Paul J. 
McCormick, www.uscourts.gov).  This court ruling would later lead to the landmark 
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) ruling that would deem all racially segregated 
schools as unconstitutional.  Then in Lau v. Nichols (1974), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
that placing English learning students in the “same courses with the same instructional 
materials as their English-fluent peers” (Dabach, 2014, p. 98) was unconstitutional 
because public schools are obligated to provide modifications for access to equal 
educational opportunities; hence, the creation of ELD, ESL, and sheltered English 
courses (specialized courses for EL-classified students).  Then in 1998, California passed 
Proposition 227, which prescribed LEP-classified students to take special classes taught 
mostly in English with the intention of having students of other home languages learn 
English more quickly; however, a five-year evaluation reported that the performance gap 
between EL-classified students and non-EL students remained constant across all grade 
levels (Parrish et al., 2006).  Finally, in 2016, Proposition 58 encouraged schools to 
reinstate bilingual education programs and encouraged schools to use multiple programs 




 Through various court rulings, it becomes evident that the United States has made 
great efforts to provide Students of Color and immigrant-origin students with access to 
equal academic opportunities, especially for EL-classified students.  However, although 
the intention of previous court rulings regarding public education was to protect the 
human and linguistic rights of all students, the present academic outcomes of Students of 
Color, especially Latinx and EL-classified students, demonstrate the constant inequitable 
access to rigorous and challenging coursework.  They continue to be isolated and 
segregated, and they continue to endure the perpetuation of social, economic, cultural and 
linguistic hierarchies in schools (Callahan, 2005; CDE; Dabach, 2014; Gándara & 
Contreras, 2009; Sugarman & Gear, 2018; Martínez, 2018; Menken, 2008; Menken & 
Kleyn, 2015; Olsen, 2010; PPIC, 2018; Shapiro, 2014; Umansky, 2016; Umansky et al., 
2015). 
With regards to EL-classified students, research suggests that the EL label is 
associated with an array of negative academic outcomes and stigmatized social markers: 
linguistic discrimination, linguistic segregation, low student achievement, cultural 
stereotyping, and perceived cultural deficiency (Alim, 2005; Cook, 1999; Dabach, 2014; 
Menken, 2008; Menken & Kleyn, 2015, Olsen, 2010; Vollmer, 2000; Umansky, 2016; 
Umansky et al., 2015).  In terms of Latina/o (hereafter Latinx) students, research 
elucidates high school dropout rates and low college completion rates (far behind their 
White and Asian peers), linguistic and cultural stigmatization and stereotyping, and the 
association to cultural deficit discourse  (Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Gándara & 
Mordechay, 2017; García et al., 2012; Hurtado & Gurin, 2004; Quiñones, Ares, Padela, 




Miness, & Ginanto, 2018; Yosso, 2006).  Looking more closely, the findings detailing 
EL-classified students and Latinx students strongly correlate with one another, 
specifically in California.  For example, in California, 82 percent of EL-labeled students 
come from Spanish-speaking homes, in which the majority can be categorized as Latinx 
families; Latinx families who disproportionately represent 52.8 percent of poor 
Californians (CDE, 2018; PPIC, 2018).  Therefore, it is important to recognize the 
possible layered stigmatization, isolation, segregation, discrimination, and linguistic and 
racial injustices that come from being both Latinx and EL-classified.  Hence, the 
literature reviewed in this chapter are about the academic and social effects that come 
from being labeled as an EL and from being Latinx.  Ultimately, this study sought to 
elucidate the social-psychological internalizations that come from being both Latinx and 
EL.  
Overview 
 The literature review chapter is divided into three sections.  The first section 
investigates the correlation between language, identity, and labels.  The second section 
focuses on the intersection of language, race, identity, and English language learning.  
Lastly, the final section concentrates on Latinx students and education. 
Language, Identity, and Labels 
 Identity for language learners is a fluid concept in the sense that how one chooses 
to express oneself in a particular language is a conscious choice in the moment, and the 
language in which one chooses to do so will reveal a fragment of an individual’s identity; 
however, how a language learner is perceived also contributes to the identity construction 




construction of an individual, adults and school systems should be cautious of the names 
or labels used to describe children and students.  Before a child learns to speak or have 
any concept of self, she/he first internalizes the identity she/he has been given by others 
(Rouse, 1998).  Using the Pygmalion Effect to support his idea, Rouse (1988) explains 
that a child knows itself first only through the viewpoint of others, and so, what it has 
been called, or labeled, the child will fulfill or become so.  In other words, the child will 
grow up believing that whatever identifier it was given before its own sense of “inward 
subjectivity,” it is truly that name.  Overall, Rouse (1988) claims that outward 
perceptions have the power to shape an individual’s identity, which alternatively forces 
the individual to take a specific place within a social system with or without choice.  How 
the individual perceives identity from there is deeply rooted in the language or languages 
one uses and encounters.    
 In 1989, Link, Cullen, Streuning, Shrout, and Dohrenwend also delved into the 
concept of labels and identity.  In their empirical assessment, Link et al. (1989) draw, 
qualify, and extend on Scheff’s (1966) labeling theory in order to propose a modified 
labeling theory (MLT) which accounts for the stigma and stereotyping that comes from 
being a labeled mental patient.  Before administering their study, Link et al. (1989) made 
predictions about their results based on the five steps created for the MLT.  These steps 
are taken into consideration as part of the theoretical conceptual framework of the study.   
For Step 1, the MLT holds that “individuals internalize societal conceptions of 
what it means to be labeled mentally ill” (Link et al., 1989, p. 402), specifically regarding 
devaluation and discrimination.  These societal conceptions derive from community 




about mental patient status (Link et al., 1989).  In other words, outward perceptions help 
shape both patients and nonpatients belief that mental patients are devalued and 
discriminated by most people (p. 403).   
For Step 2, “an official label is important” because it directs the labeled individual 
to believe that societal conceptions become relevant to the self (link et al., 1989, p. 403).  
Labeling convinces the labeled individual that stereotypical attributes and existing stigma 
associated with the label must also be part of the individual’s identity construction.  
Essentially, the outward perceptions of the community towards mental patients becomes 
an inward subjectivity.   
In Step 3, Link et al. (1989) consider three ways in which patients respond to their 
labeling as a result of perceiving their stigmatization by others as a threat: secrecy, 
withdrawal, and education (p. 403).  For secrecy, patients may hide their “treatment 
history from employers, relatives, and potential lovers to avoid rejection” (link et al., 
1989, p. 403).  In terms of withdrawal, patients not only tend to accept their 
stigmatization, but they may also limit their interaction with others who know about the 
treatment (Link et al., 1989).  In the third response, although patients seek to educate 
others in order to “ward off negative attitudes,” this suggests that patients still consider 
stigmatization likely to come from others (Link et al., 1989, p. 403).  All in all, it seems 
that there will always be a response to the stigmatization anticipated in any given space.   
In Step 4, due to the belief that labeled patients are stigmatized by most people, 
and therefore, devalued and discriminated, “unfortunate consequences can ensue” (Link 
et al., 1989, p. 403).  Not only do patients feel ashamed, but their self-esteem and social 




Finally, in Step 5, Link et al. (1989) assert that if Steps 1 through 4 are present 
and operative in patients’ lives, then many “will lack self-esteem, social network ties, and 
employment as a consequence of their own and others’ reactions to labeling” (p. 403-
404).  Ultimately, labeling and stigma may generate repeated episodes of patients’ 
disorders due to a state of vulnerability, which most likely will impede success.   
In order to test their hypothesis regarding the five steps of the MLT, Link et al. 
(1989) use a 12 six-point Likert survey to assess the extent to which respondents believe 
that most people will devalue or discriminate against a previously treated psychiatric 
person.  By comparing the data of both patient and non-patient community residents in 
the Washington Heights section of New York City, Link et al. (1989) found that results 
were consistent with the labeling effects described in the MLT (p. 419).  Overall, the 
researchers concluded that individuals indeed form negative ideas about what it means to 
be a mental patient, and that those ideas then form into beliefs about how someone with 
that status will be treated (Link et al., 1989, p. 419).  Over time, patients will internalize 
negative inward and outward conceptions about what it means to be a mental patient, 
which in turn, “[shapes] the nature of their social connectedness” (Link et al., 1989, p. 
419).  In the end, Link et al. (1989) were able to support Steps 1 through 4 of their 
hypothesis about labels, identity, and individuals’ responses towards stigma; however, 
the study could not make conclusions about Step 5. 
Similar to Rouse’s (1988) claim about labels and identity, Link et al., (1989) also 
confirm that outward perceptions have a strong influence over identity construction.  This 
identity then leads a patient, or labeled individual, to behave in a certain manner that is 




The behavior is learned from community attitudes about labeled individuals, just as a 
child internalizes whatever “name” it has been given by others (Link et al., 1989; Rouse, 
1988).  Utilizing Rouse (1988) and Link et al. (1989) to hypothesize about students’ 
identity construction relating to EL experiences, research supports that negative effects 
and stigma attached to the label will become internalized in the labeled student.         
In his autoethnography, Kallifatides (1993) gives his honest experience in 
learning a new language in a completely new environment--one in which the native 
language holds an important cultural connection.  Much to Rouse’s (1988) concept of 
language learning and identity, and Link et al.’s (1989) MLT, how Kallifatides (1993) 
was seen and treated among locals had an integral part in his identity formation within a 
new culture and language.  Although an official bureaucratic label was not assigned, the 
‘deviant’ presence and language of Kallifatides (1993) was noticed by the local 
community.  When he speaks of identity, he refers to the ideas an individual has about 
oneself and one’s language, how one informs the other, and how these personal views are 
affected by “inward subjectivity” (Rouse, 1988).  Ultimately, Kallifatides (1993) asserts 
that the identity of a language learner is constantly created and recreated under different 
social conditions, some of which cannot be taught, but only discovered.  Ultimately, 
learning a new language is understanding the society that uses it, becoming part of it, and 
somehow surrendering oneself to it.  Thus, if identity can be influenced by a language 
learning experience and it can be influenced through labeling practices, one must 
question the implications and consequences of layering each concept over each other.  
Are the internalizations compartmentalized, or do they become a double-layered affected 




directly correlated to the understanding of how society uses it, then one must consider (1) 
how society uses the EL label, (2) how it has become part of it, and (3) how learners 
under this label ultimately surrender themselves to it even after they leave the K-12 
school system. 
 Skopalová (2010) asserts that schools are the “second most important institution 
and agent of socialization” (p. 332) of a student’s life which influences personality, 
relationships, and an individual’s overall everyday experiences.  Therefore, when schools 
have the controlling power and authority to ascribe labels to students, it is important to 
understand the social and political connotations that are relative to the labels (Rouse, 
1988; Skopalová, 2010).  Fundamentally, a label is given when a behavior or 
characteristic of an individual is seen as deviant; this deviance breaks the social norms of 
a certain time and place (Skopalová, 2010, p. 328).  Once the deviant behavior has been 
labeled, one of two reactions may occur on the marked individual: (1) behavior may 
become normalized through interactions, or (2) an individual’s identity will be 
reorganized to perceive oneself as deviant (Skopalová, 2010, p. 328).  In essence, the 
“secondary deviation” may lead to an internalization of the deviant role and “gradual” 
change in behavior (Skopalová, 2010, p. 329). 
According to Skopalová (2010), labeling is often “closely related” to 
stigmatization.  Although behavior is not always a product of personality, labels that are 
connected to stigmatized groups may also direct outsiders or non-labeled individuals to 
“negatively [evaluate]” personalities (Skopalová, 2010, p. 331).  As a result, the 
stigmatized labeled or marked individual will most likely have an influenced identity 




et al.’s (1989) argument.  Ultimately, what is important to note about Skopalová’s (2010) 
argument is that labeling and deviance only appears when a person does not adhere to the 
surrounding socialized normality conditions.  This not only affects the marked individual, 
but it also influences the perception and prejudices of unmarked individuals. 
In terms of this proposed study, if “deviant” is defined as an individual who 
behaves outside of the normalized expectations, then, by ipso facto, EL-labeled learners 
are marked deviants of the school system because of their linguistic inability to fall 
within the normalized standards of (White) standard English.  If EL, ELL, or ESL (and 
any other variance of the label) is ascribed to a student, who by their own will cannot 
remove the label, then the label itself serves as an indication of the student’s linguistic 
deviation from the language “normality” required by the school.  Furthermore, employing 
Skopalová’s (2010) argument about labels and stigmatization, stigmatized groups of 
students who are labeled as an EL will most likely have a “spoiled personality” (p. 331), 
which will have internalized “negative denominations” and negative changes in self-
concept (p. 333).  This is further supported in the second section of the literature review.        
As previous research states (Link et al., 1989; Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010), 
identity is reflexive of an individual’s world, and it is a product of one’s social, historical, 
and political climate (Hall, 2012).  It is seen as neither singular, fixed, or intrinsic, but 
rather as a fluid and dynamic construction of a person (Hall, 2012).  How one displays 
identity can be identified through the use of language within a particular discourse; 
however, language use cannot exist without the influence of social histories--histories 
that are defined by “our membership in a range of social groups” (Hall, 2012, p. 31).  In 




a social group.  Therefore, linguistic resources will be a product of ascribed social 
identities (Hall, 2012).  They are the “semiotic [tools]” used to convey and negotiate 
identity through social realities (Bailey, 2007, p. 257).       
History predisposes individuals to “act, think, and feel in particular ways” and to 
perceive and receive others as such (Hall, 2012, p. 32).  Relating to Rouse’s (1988) 
concept of inward and outward subjectivity, how a language learner interacts with others 
will depend on how they have been conditioned to act, think, and feel within a particular 
social group.  “Who [they] are, who [they] think others are, and who others think [they] 
are” will intervene in their language use, communicative activities, and in their identity 
(Hall, 2012, p. 33).  Therefore, one must stop and ask how the school climate has affected 
the way in which EL-labeled individuals use language to display their identities in 
academic or working environments?  Furthermore, how does their language use intersect 
with histories of race, racism and racialization?  Ultimately, Hall’s (2012) idea of social 
histories predisposing an individual’s identity and linguistic resource is a concept to take 
into consideration when looking closely into the lives of EL-classified people and their 
academic experiences. 
Briefly, the EL label neither recognizes nor values learners’ pre-existing linguistic 
and cultural capital (Linse, 2013).  It does not acknowledge or accurately represent the 
diverse student population who have been marked (Linse, 2013).  Furthermore, the label 
is most often associated with students of color, primarily ones from Latinx backgrounds, 
which consequently has been coupled with cultural stereotypes and stigma (Martínez, 
2018).  Historically and politically, it has been used as a marker to identify deviants from 




to achieve “unity and uniformity” (Ellis, 2007) and assimilation in the United States.  
More studies regarding the EL label will be discussed in the following literature review 
section.    
In summary, language is an interchangeable practice that is exchanged with an 
individual’s encounter with different discourses.  It is how a person identifies within a 
community, and how a community identifies itself from others, even if the “other” 
inhabits the shared space (Kallifatides, 1993).  Furthermore, language helps users 
communicate their identities, with the understanding that both language and identity are 
intertwined and fluid constructs (Crump, 2014); however, it is also used a signifier to 
distinguish deviants from the linguistic norm (Skopalová, 2010).  As a result, language is 
used as a powerful instrument to mark or label an individual with the purpose of placing 
one within a social system (Rouse, 1988).  Unfortunately, labels are accompanied by 
negative social-psychological internalizations and stigma for both the labeled and 
unlabeled (Link et al., 1989; Skopalová, 2010).  Outward societal conceptions regarding 
devaluation and discrimination influence an individual’s identity construction (Link et al., 
1989).  In turn, labeled individuals will respond to their perceived and anticipated 
stigmatization with secrecy, withdrawal, or education (Link et al., 1989).  Additionally, 
because the labeled feel embarrassed, their social interaction is negatively affected due to 
a low self-esteem (Link et al., 1989).  Overall, both language and identity are reflexive of 
an individual’s world, affected by past and present social and political climates 




Language, Race, Identity and English Language Learning 
 When considering how language learning intersects with identity construction, 
one cannot ignore the implications that race and racism have on both language learning 
and identity. Hill (1998) describes how White public space is constructed through intense 
monitoring of the speech of racialized populations, such as Latinx, for signs of linguistic 
disorder.  In this space, language mixing is required for the expression of a highly valued 
type of colloquial persona; however, in terms of who does the mixing and how the 
language mixing occurs is a key component of hegemonic acceptance.  One such form 
that Hill (1998) describes is, “Mock Spanish” (i.e. ‘lamp’ to ‘lampo’).  She argues that by 
direct indexicality, Mock Spanish presents speakers as possessing desirable personal 
qualities, as if this type of mockery gives acceptable fluid access between cultures; 
however, the use of indirect indexicality reproduces highly negative racialized 
stereotypes of Spanish-speaking communities.  It assumes the position that speaking 
Spanish is as simple as adding an ‘O’ to the end of any word without really considering 
the connections it has with an individual, country, or culture.  In addition, Hill (1998) 
contends that it indirectly indexes "whiteness" as an unmarked normative order.  What is 
perceived as an additive experience for White students is viewed as a subtractive quality 
and a problem for language minoritized individuals (Rosa, 2016; Flores & Rosa, 2019).  
In other words, while White students are praised for their adoption of heteroglossic 
speaking mannerisms, students of color are marked for correction and remediation 
(Flores & Rosa, 2019).     
 Rosa (2016) goes even further to “complicate” Hill’s (1998) concept of Mock 




Latinas/os regardless of their linguistic practices” (p. 66), giving the argument that while 
speaking Spanish in public is a marker of “abject foreignness”; it can be either 
“celebrated or stigmatized depending on the speaker’s social position” (p. 67).  This 
sustains that language use and race are co-constructors in a racialized individual’s 
perceived linguistic skill and racial difference within the hegemonic White public space.  
For example, historically, Spaniards are individuals who have “not been racialized as 
non-White,” despite their ability to speak Spanish (Rosa, 2016, p. 68).  They are not a 
racially stigmatized group in the U.S.  However, for many Latinxs, their Spanish-
speaking ability is seen as a problem that should be policed and fixed to assimilate into 
the dominant White space (Rosa, 2016).  
 Despite the outlawing of racial segregation since Brown v. Board of Education, it 
seems that society and school systems have “naturalized” (Vollmer, 2000) segregation 
through linguistic discrimination (Alim, 2005).  Because the language of schooling 
reflects the linguistic patterns and codes of upper/middle class White folks, the language 
of many Black and Latinx students is not taken into account; thus ignoring the 
interconnectedness their language has with unequal power relations (p. 24).  In addition 
to de facto segregation based on social, economic, and legal issues (Alim, 2005), 
language has also become a factor in segregating minoritized languages of racialized 
groups; therefore leading to a current state of “linguistic profiling” and “discrimination,” 
made to hide both the underlying and overt racism (Alim, 2005). 
Such linguistic practice could be deemed as linguistic imperialism (Choe, 2005; 
Flores & Rosa 2019).  Individuals who are subjected to linguistic mocking may struggle 




(Choe, 2005), indirectly forcing racialized speakers to understand through language 
context how White hegemonic spaces maintain their power.  Kubota and Lin (2006) 
develop this idea by distinguishing between institutional or systemic racism perpetuated 
through the use of the current ESL (English as a Second Language) label, which excludes 
students from mainstream schooling and school programs.  Kubota and Lin (2006) argue 
that such a label begins to influence the language learner into believing that their native 
language is not as privileged as White forms of thinking and writing, even if the native 
language is English.  Calling students ELs or ESLs is a form of linguistic imperialism 
(Choe, 2005) because such labels only acknowledge the hegemonic language and negate, 
deny, or omit all other forms of native languages and cultural knowledge, especially 
outside of a White/Non-White dichotomy constructed around Anglo-European 
epistemologies (Kubota & Lin, 2006).    
The EL  
Vollmer (2000) argues that ideological assumptions about an individual become 
naturalized once “they appear to be no more than ‘common sense’” (p. 53).  Furthermore, 
these ‘common sense’ assumptions that have been embedded in school curriculum and 
school community discourse “may have far-ranging effects of student-teacher 
interactions and educational climate” (Vollmer, 2000, p. 53).  Following Vollmer’s 
(2000) claim, one may argue that the term EL and all of its variances has become the 
commonsensical nomenclature of everyday discourse of American education because of 





A significant dimension is added, one which is nourished by deep-seated societal 
beliefs regarding immigration, the process of ‘Americanization’ and the role of 
schools in that process...Thus, the designation of ‘typical ESL student’ lies 
embedded in a broader discourse about the process of assimilation into American 
culture and what it means to be an ‘American’. (p. 54)     
 As a way to investigate how ideological assumptions about ESL-classified 
students are embedded in student-teacher interactions and the discourse of school 
community, Vollmer (2000) conducted a year-long ethnographic study which examines 
the sociocultural factors that have an impact on the experience of “recently introduced” 
(p. 55) Russian-speaking students in an American urban, public high school.  Interviews 
from teachers were “analyzed from a critical discourse analysis perspective, situating 
discourse as constitutive of social practices” (Vollmer, 2000, p. 55).  Essentially, Vollmer 
(2000) focused on teachers’ perceptions of the “‘typical’ ESL student,” and the extent to 
which the Russian-speaking students (17 out of 496; only 3 percent of the school’s total 
student population) “fit this image, if one did exist” (p. 55).   
 Results from Vollmer’s (2000) study indicate that teachers found the Russian-
speaking students to have “atypical characteristics” (p. 56) compared to “‘typical’ ESL” 
students.  These students were perceived as “individuals” with “individual needs” as 
opposed to Chinese and Latino (primarily Mexican and Central American) students who 
are indirectly associated as groups with group needs; that, because of the Russians’ 
individualism, they are “easier to talk to, easier to ‘get to know’” (Vollmer, 2000, p. 56).  
Additionally, teacher interviews also reveal their conception about students’ willingness 




an indicator of students’ level of assimilation.  In other words, their level of language 
proficiency is comparable to the willingness of students to become “real Americans” 
(Vollmer, 2000, p. 60).  Vollmer (2000) argues that such an ideology resembles a 
monolingual language ideology, which maintains the idea that immigrants should be 
willing to give up their home language and cultural ties as an exchange of passage into 
the U.S.; thus, “rapid acquisition of English” is seen as concrete evidence of this 
exchange (p. 62).  Evidence of this exchange could be interpreted through teachers’ 
connections between linguistic abilities and race.  For example, one teacher interviewee 
explained that the Russian students stood out more than other ESL students because 
“they’re white” (Vollmer, 2000, p. 64).  Although Vollmer (2000) explains that this 
comment was not elaborated upon, it suggests that the Russians’ individualism and 
ability to learn English, which is also equated to their willingness to assimilate, is related 
to their race.  Put differently, teachers believed to have better interactions with Russian-
speaking students because their “cultural qualities...seemed more American” (Vollmer, 
2000, p. 63). 
Overall, Vollmer’s (2000) study indicates that teachers were unaware of the 
influence their monolingual language ideology had on their interactions and practice with 
all ESL-classified students.  Rather, they believed the “responsibility for the interaction 
inherently [lied] within the students” (Vollmer, 2000, p. 57).  Moreover, the success or 
failure of these students also depended on the students themselves, trusting that students 
were also responsible for having what they needed in school (Vollmer, 2000).  Therefore, 
teachers’ underlying ideologies about ESL-classified students greatly reflects a deficit 




(2000), like Rouse (1988), Link et al. (1989), and Skopalová (2010), reiterates that 
expectations attached to labels will either result in individual attention or neglect and 
indifference.  For racialized students, expectations likely lead to “poor performance in 
school, marginalization, and social distance for the stigmatized group” (p. 64).  Non-
White “EL” students are most likely to only exist under the label itself, along with 
‘typical ESL’ stereotypical behaviors (Vollmer, 2000).  On the other hand, if a student 
has the EL label, but is considered White, then they are received as individuals, with 
“individual needs” (Vollmer, 2000); they’re Whiteness is equated to ‘American 
qualities’, which allows them to move fluidly between the inner and outer sphere (Hill, 
1998).  Overall, the boundary of the EL label devalues the non-White student’s home 
language and culture because of its (un)intentional and primary focus on American 
English and culture, which often valorizes White, upper and middle class linguistic and 
cultural capital (Yosso, 2005). 
In a quantitative study, Umansky (2016) explores and compares how EL 
classification affects the academic achievement trajectories of students in kindergarten in 
English immersion versus bilingual programs.  Using longitudinal data from a large, 
urban school district in California, Umansky (2016) employs a binding-score regression 
discontinuity with instrumental variables to examine EL- and initially fluent English 
proficient (IFEP)-classified students from nine kindergarten cohorts, measuring 
covariates and outcomes from 2002 through 2012.  Notably, the research is set on the 
premise that students who are randomly assigned to “either the EL condition or the IFEP 




(Umansky, 2016, p. 721); therefore, the effects of EL classification on academic 
achievement is statistically examined.   
Umanksy’s (2016) research suggests that there is a significant negative effect on 
the California Standards Test (CST) of math and English Language Arts (ELA) academic 
achievement of “EL” students as opposed to IFEP, noting that this effect is also growing; 
thus, “rejecting the null hypothesis that ELs and IFEPs at the margin have the same 
academic trajectories” (p. 726).  Additionally, Umansky (2016) asserts that kindergarten 
students who score “just above or just below the EL cut-point” on the California English 
Language Development Test (CELDT) do “significantly and meaningfully worse on both 
math and ELA tests” if classified as an EL (p. 727).  Furthermore, Umansky (2016) also 
argues that this “penalty” is sizable by the second grade, indicating that academic 
achievement worsens as students go through school (p. 727).  Overall, the EL 
classification not only has an effect on educational inequity, but it is also considered a 
contributing factor (Umansky, 2016).   
For Umansky (2016), the difference is also found in status effect.  EL-labeled 
students who are enrolled in a two-language classroom are positively defined by their 
knowledge and use of two languages (Umansky, 2016).  This may be due to positive and 
close intercultural relations, as well as the teachers’ ability to speak the same home 
language(s) of their students.  For example, “EL” students in bilingual education 
programs may not experience stigma and discrimination as opposed to “EL” students in 
English immersion programs, where they are often the minority, and their linguistic 
ability is “defined by their lack of proficiency in one language” (Umansky, 2016, p. 732).  




proficiency tests, supports the idea that labels have a significant impact on an individual’s 
academic performance, as well as their sense of being; of course, this negative effect is 
coupled with programmatic designs intended for EL-classified versus non-EL students 
(Umansky, 2016).       
How an individual forms an identity is heavily dependent on the surrounding  
environment; it is a linguistic construction that can ultimately affect the confidence and 
motivation of learning a second language (McLeod, 1995; Rouse, 1988), which in turn, 
can affect a student’s sense of value and belonging (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).  In 
essence, since the current labels create seemingly unbreakable boundaries of language 
acquisition, then Bourdieu’s concept of linguistic cultural capital is reinforced because 
their language patterns (Bernstein, 1971) and linguistic codes (Shirley Heath, as cited in 
MacLeod, 1987) are devalued and depreciated compared to the valued linguistic cultural 
capital of the native speaker, or the dominant power.  As a result, “ELs” are seen as 
individuals who will never really fully belong to the dominant culture because of their 
assumed language deficiency.  They are compared to what Cook (1999) calls a “deficient 
native speaker” (p. 185), regardless of oral proficiency.  Eventually, this idea of 
deficiency may find its way into spaces outside of language, such as identity formation 
and racial construction.  This self-deficient ideology may manifest as negative feelings 
about academic achievement, intellectual ability, and about their self-concepts (Dabach, 
2014; Link et al., 1989; Link & Phelan, 2006; Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010; Umansky, 
2016; Vollmer, 2000).  This may be especially applicable to a student who is considered 
a long-term EL, where proficiency attainment can be viewed as “superior status” and the 




In a qualitative study, Dabach (2014) discusses the ways in which students 
experience the dichotomy of “superior v. stupidity” as a result of their placement in 
sheltered English courses.   Through teacher interviews, Dabach (2014) underlines how 
students enrolled in these EL-designated courses “drew boundaries” that made social and 
intellectual distinctions between themselves and their outside peers (p. 99).  Additionally, 
teachers revealed that stigma was often associated with sheltered English classrooms, 
which caused students to internalize negative self-perceptions (Dabach, 2014).  Although 
teachers in Dabach’s (2014) study responded to students’ conceptions of their sheltered 
status, as well as to the present stigma, the study’s findings stress that teachers’ efforts 
were not enough to provide the space necessary for sheltered English students (majority 
of whom were Latinx EL-classified) to transform themselves into an alternate identity 
visible to others, “despite their best attempts” (p. 116). 
Based on teachers’ responses to stigma, Dabach (2014) asserts that each of these 
responses addresses an important similarity found in “all three accounts, across separate 
locations” (p. 113).  In other words, regardless of teacher classroom location, the stigma 
of stupidity or lack of intelligence was associated with each sheltered English classroom; 
thus, by association, their EL-classified students internalized negative self-perceptions 
and low self-esteem (Dabach, 2014).  As a result, teachers responded to the stigma in 
distinct ways--ways in which they thought would shift or change their students’ 
perceptions of being EL and sheltered: one teacher used a method of standardization, 
where he provided that same curriculum to his sheltered and non-sheltered classes; 
another took an esteem-based approach to boost students’ self-esteem about being 




sociopolitical approach in order to raise “EL” students consciousness of social and 
political systems of inequality.  Nevertheless, Dabach (2014) contends that while teachers 
were aware of students’ stigmatized spaces, the nature of their responsive activities, along 
with the “larger institutional opportunities and constraints,” (p. 116) was not enough to 
resolve and transform their stigmatized experiences.     
Overall, Dabach (2014) accentuates a critical notion pertinent to EL-classified 
students, especially for those who are “Long-term English Learners” and/or Latinx: a 
third space (García et al., 2012) is vital to the identity construction, intellectual 
perception, and academic success of these students.  Using Guerrero’s (2009) study to 
support her discussion about the study’s findings, Dabach (2014) reiterates the necessary 
use of “symbolic collective tools” (p. 117) in order to empower and encourage students in 
“EL stigmatized spaces” (p. 117) to challenge the stigma and transform their identities 
into ones they choose for themselves.     
For students who have been designated as LTELs, the EL label is especially 
misleading of their linguistic repertoire.  Unlike new arrivals, LTEL-classified students 
are either born in the U.S. or have resided in the U.S. for more than seven years (Flores, 
Kleyn, & Menken, 2015).  Their label is a result of not being able to “test out” after six 
consecutive years (Flores et al., 2015).  Although these students demonstrate an oral 
proficiency of English, they need most assistance in building their academic vocabulary 
(Flores et al., 2015).  Unfortunately, they are often marked as linguistically deficient 
instead of being recognized for their “fluid, creative, and innovative” uses of their daily 
language practices (Flores et al., 2015, 115).  Flores, Kleyn, and Menken (2015) argue 




who has not mastered academic language, would not be considered an EL, whereas a 
student who is “bilingual must master academic discourse to be considered fully 
proficient in the language” (p. 117).  Unfortunately, the LTEL label marks students as 
“problematic and partial” (Flores et al., 2015, p. 121). 
In their study, Flores et al. (2015) examine the social and academic identity of 
Long-Term English Learner-classified (LTEL) students through the discourse of a 
partiality framework.  Comprising of 28 students from two schools in the New York City 
school district, the researchers collected interviews and artifacts from students as 
testimonies of how they saw themselves within their educational spaces (Flores et al., 
2015).  Ultimately, Flores et al. (2015) discovered that the LTEL label was a false 
description of the “vast and flexible linguistic repertoire” students possessed to negotiate 
and create fluid identities (p. 122).  Nevertheless, students distinguished their linguistic 
social identity from their academic linguistic identity.  The researchers found that 
students viewed their social identity as bilingual, while they perceived their academic 
identity deficient practices of English (Flores et al., 2015).  Moreover, students 
internalized the idea that bilingual practices in school are “inferior to the idealized norm” 
(Flores et al., 2015, p. 123).  Furthermore, Flores et al. (2015) also discovered that 
“LTEL” students did not feel valued and appreciated in their Spanish courses because it 
was a space that elucidated their ‘lack’ of academic Spanish; thus perpetuating the notion 
of LTEL-classified students as being semilinguals or languageless.   
Conclusively, Flores et al. (2015) maintain that LTELs can only be viewed as 
bilinguals with linguistic resources when they experience an “authentic inclusion and 




monolinguistic ideology permeating in U.S. public schools, Flores et al. (2015) 
acknowledge that LTEL students are not lacking language; rather, they assert that these 
are students with dynamic language practices that allow them to “maneuver multiple 
languages and contexts” (p. 130).  Additionally, the researchers contend that LTEL 
students should also observe fluid bilingual practices in the literature they read as a way 
to reflect their skills and identities as part of the curriculum (Flores et al., 2015).  
Furthermore, encouraging a translanguaging environment also means allowing students 
to fluidly move between English and Spanish as a tool for academic purposes (Flores et 
al., 2015); which in turn, can create “linguistic third spaces that transcend the epistemic 
racism of idealized monolingualism” and support the creation of fluid identities (p. 130).                 
In summary, the EL label is a reproduction of the linguistic and racial dichotomy 
of inner vs. outer sphere (Hill, 1998), or nonnative (non-White) vs. native (White) 
(Kubota & Lin, 2006).  While language learning is perceived as an additive experience 
for White students, it is seen as a necessary process to correct and remediate a subtractive 
quality in students of color (Flores & Rosa, 2019).  Therefore, for many Latinx EL-
classified students, their linguistic repertoire is viewed as a problem in White space 
(Rosa, 2016).  Overall, the EL label is a form of linguistic profiling and discrimination 
(Alim, 2005) as well as a form of “linguistic imperialism” (Choe, 2005).  It not only 
devalues the cultural and linguistic capital of minoritized language groups (Yosso, 2005), 
but it also leads to neglect, indifference, low academic achievement, educational inequity, 
and a negative effect on students’ sense of being (Vollmer, 2000; Umansky, 2016).  
Ultimately, while the EL label continues to create a clear boundary between elite 




“superior v. stupidity” will continue to exist between those labeled and their outside peers 
(Dabach, 2014).  This is especially plausible for students labeled as long-term (Flores et 
al., 2015).  Therefore, changing the EL label to a more humanized, non-racialized term 
may help dissolve a piece of this dichotomy (Hill, 1998), since terms such as “bilingual” 
or “multicompetent speaker” (Cook, 1999) do not imply nonnative or non-White, but 
rather a person with diverse linguistic abilities.  Essentially, using an “ego-enhancing or 
counter-defensive” identifier may help dissolve the racialized polarity of elite v. 
minoritized multilingualism that the EL label has created and maintained (Flores & Rosa, 
2019). 
Latinx Students and Education 
 According to Gándara and Mordechay (2017), “Latino students now make up 1 in 
4 public school students in the nation” (p. 148), and yet, despite the steady increase of 
their presence, the educational system and curriculum does not reflect the needs of these 
students.  Compared to their White and Asian peers, they have remained academically 
“far behind” with low high school graduation rates and college completion rates (Gándara 
& Mordechay, 2017).  Historically, Latinxs have faced an array of challenges concerning 
education, economic status, immigration, citizenship, language, and legislation (Gándara 
& Contreras, 2009; Gándara & Mordechay, 2017; García et al., 2012; Hurtado & Gurin, 
2004; Quiñones et al., 2011; Robertson et al., 2014; Stein et al., 2018; Yosso, 2006).  Too 
often, the lack of academic success is blamed on students’ “inability to work hard or 
adopt school values” (Stein et al., 2018, p. 103), instead of being focused on school 
structures, curriculum, and discourses framed with White middle- to upper-class 




Ginanto (2018) contend that students of color often receive a ‘“banking concept” (Freire, 
2017) approach to their education, where their beliefs and experiences are invaluable.  
Specifically, Stein et al. (2018) reiterate the facts that Latinx students are 
disproportionately enrolled in low-level academic courses and experience higher rates of 
retention, suspension, and expulsion compared to White peers.  In addition, Latinx 
students are more likely to get stereotyped and stigmatized with low expectations and 
deviant behavior patterns (Stein et al., 2018).   
Solutions to these challenges are often sought in school reform, believing that if 
students learned more, learned faster, and were tested more, higher academic outcomes 
would follow; thus, preparing the largest minority group in the United States for more 
economic opportunity and better earnings (Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  As a result, 
Latinx students have also fallen behind on the economic opportunity because those who 
fail to complete high school often “will struggle to find and keep a job that can support 
themselves, much less support a family” (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017, p. 148); thus, 
leading to a repeated cycle of poverty.  Poverty is the key factor that ensures that many 
Latinx students do not receive the educational services needed for success (Gándara & 
Mordechay, 2017).  Gándara and Mordechay (2017) assert that poverty determines where 
students go to school, who goes to school with them, and the teachers who will teach 
them.  Additionally, it also determines the kind of healthcare they have access to, the kind 
of nutrition they have, and “the amount of time that parents have to spend with them” 
(Gándara & Mordechay, 2017, p. 149).  Moreover, of the 62 percent of Latinx children 
who live in poverty, between 20 percent and 30 percent live in a household where adults 




circumstances, Gándara and Mordechay (2017) claim that Latinx students are “isolated 
from mainstream society” because they live in “poor and dangerous areas” and go to 
“underperforming schools” where they are often grouped with students like themselves in 
the same situations (p. 149).  They are less likely to compete in a global market and 
participate in conventional politics (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015).  Unfortunately, 
research demonstrates that students from Latinx-origin backgrounds attend the “largest 
and most racially segregated high schools” in the United States (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 
2015, p. 129).   
Furthermore, despite the increase of Latinx students, there is a “massive shortage” 
of bilingual teachers and Latinx teachers available to work with Latinx students (Gándara 
& Mordechay, 2017, p. 153).  The importance of having a teacher who can speak the 
same home language or who shares the same cultural or ethnic background is critical and 
of “significant importance in the lives” and success of many Latinx students (Gándara & 
Mordechay, 2017, p. 154).  In fact, according to Gándara and Mordechay (2017), Latinx 
students are more likely to go to college when they have Latinx teachers; there is a 
positive academic effect that takes place for students of color when they have teachers 
who are of the same race or ethnicity; nevertheless, because low college completion rates 
have impeded the production of Latinx educators, other avenues must be taken to endorse 
positive academic outcomes for Latinx students (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017).   
Despite school-related legislation and policy, Latinx students continue to 
represent the highest high school dropout rate, the lowest college completion rate, and a 
large portion of families living in poverty (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017; Gándara & 




academic outcomes solely on the responsibility of Latinxs; that, if they learn “English as 
quickly and as efficiently as possible,” or if expectations were “only raised for Latino 
students,” then they would be perform and achieve at higher levels (Gándara & 
Contreras, 2009).  Nevertheless, language isolation and higher learning standards with 
low expectations have not been the solution; rather, they have been factors in the 
perpetuation of the deficit discourse and racialized educational spaces that surround 
Latinxs (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015; Stein et al., 2018). 
In a re-analyzation of surveys and interviews from their earlier mixed-methods 
research study, Stein et al. (2018) examine Latinx experiences at Riley High School in 
Texas.  Using Latina/Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) to frame their analyses, the 
researchers found that Latinx students experience racial injustices in class enrollments, 
negative stereotypes concerning ability and motivation, and less positive experiences 
with teachers (Stein et al., 2018).  Ultimately, Stein et al.’s (2018) research not only 
reveals how Latinx students experience racial injustice, but it also explains why they 
encounter these experiences.  Through surveys, classroom observations, teacher 
interviews, and student interviews, Stein et al. (2018) identify three concepts that 
contribute to Latinx students’ experiences with racial injustices: colorblind discourse, 
interest convergence, and permanence of racism (p. 110)--all of which made it difficult 
for students to transition their narratives to counterstories that could challenge the system 
at Riley.   
According to Stein et al. (2018) permanence of racism is described as racism as 
an “operational obstacle for Latina/o students” present at a school (p. 110).  Latinx 




Latinxs and other students (Stein et al., 2018).  For example, Latinx students were more 
likely to be enrolled in classes with other Latinx students than with non-Latinx peers 
(Stein et al., 2018).  Additionally, they were less likely to be enrolled in advanced courses 
compared to White students (Stein et al., 2018).  In terms of student-teacher relationships, 
Stein et al.’s (2018) research demonstrates that Latinx students reported fewer positive 
experiences with their teachers; they had “lower perceptions that teachers cared about 
them, understood them, told them they were doing well, and pushed them to work hard” 
(p. 111).  Additionally, negative stereotypes, such as “dysfunctional” and ‘role-model 
deficient’ held by teachers, administrators, and students of all ethnicities about Latinx 
students, permeated in the interactions between Latinx students and teachers and other 
students (Stein et al., 2018, p. 111).  As a result, Latinx students with bicultural identities 
saw their Mexican aspects as negative, while viewing White/American traits as ““typical” 
and normative” (Stein et al., 2018, p. 112). 
Interest of convergence can be denoted as distinguishment or special attention 
given in exchange for an “athletic prowess or academic skill that [bolster] the reputation 
of the school” (Stein et al., 2018, p. 113).  In other words, Stein et al. (2018) discovered 
that students, including Latinx students, received more academic support from teachers 
and administrators when they participated in interscholastic or extracurricular activities. 
With regard to colorblind discourse, Stein et al. (2018) contend that it is the 
“buffer” that most “[envelopes] the culture” at the Texas high school because it emerged 
as color blindness, notions of meritocracy, coded language, and claims that race did not 
matter.  Unacknowledging racial injustice led many Latinx students to believe that they 




that, their success or failure was solely dependent on their social and academic behaviors.  
However, without considering the “structural or policy barriers that could impede their 
success,” this notion of meritocracy is accompanied with “racial undertones” (Stein et al., 
2018, p. 114), asserting the belief that “‘most of the kids that are Mexican or Black...just 
don’t seem to care as much’” (White student Claire, interviewee, Stein et al., 2018, p 
114).  Furthermore, Stein et al. (2018) elucidate that White students “failed to see” their 
White privilege, assuming the idea that “race did not ‘make a difference’” (p. 114).  
Teachers also minimized the role race played in their classrooms and on campus by using 
coded language to “[mask] race- or ethnicity-based inequalities” (Stein et al., 2018, p. 
114).   
Given that Riley Latinx students endured spaces of racism and racial injustice, 
Stein et al. (2018) anticipated that Latinx students would construct counterstories to 
challenge the permanence of racism embedded in their school atmosphere; however, the 
researchers discovered that because of the colorblind discourse that permeated throughout 
campus, Latinx students only composed narratives that asserted their ethnic pride and 
lived experiences; although this was enough to counter stereotypes, they were not at the 
level needed to “critically analyze these experiences and possess critical awareness of 
how racism played out in their school” (Stein et al., 2018, p. 116).   
With respect to the present research study, the researcher reflects on Stein et al.’s 
(2018) study and is curious about the scholastic environments EL-classified Latinx 
students endured and continue to endure in higher education and career spaces.  While in 
high school, do EL-classified students experience interest convergence?  Do they 




permanence of racism present on campus and through various student and teacher 
interactions?  One key finding that Stein et al. (2018) noted in their discussion was that 
they found that several Latinx students internalized oppression as a result from the 
“prevalence of racism” at the school (p. 116).  The researchers reported the following: 
In commenting on the behavior, the fashion choices, or the attitude of their 
Latina/o classmates, these students grappled with their own identities in light of 
dominant, essentialized perceptions of Latinas/os. In this way, not only were 
Latina/o students being deprived of equal educational opportunity through the 
structures and practices at Riley, but the experience of attending school in the 
environment described appeared to damage Latina/o students’ senses of self in 
ways that could extend well beyond educational implications. (p. 116) 
Unfortunately, school structures and practices at the Texas high school not only 
had a negative academic effect on Latinx students, but they also had a social-
psychological effect: a high sense of pride about their ethnicity with a low sense of self.  
Although these students are not mental patients, a similar effect found in Link et al.’s 
(1989) study occurred in Stein et al.’s (2018) study as a result from the outward and 
inward stigma and stereotypes present in the community.  Over time, several Latinx 
students internalized the negative outward conceptions about what it means to be a Latinx 
student on campus; this in turn, “[shaped] the nature of their social connectedness” (Link 
et al., 1989, p. 419).    
Ultimately, when schools are colorblind to the permanence of racism among their 
teachers and students, they are also blind to the authority, controlling power, and 




the lives of Latinx students who are isolated through labels.  However, when 
administrators and teachers work to confront “equity traps in their own thinking” and 
“acknowledge their own role in perpetuating such racism” (Stein et al., 2018, p. 117), 
then the school community can work towards creating culturally relevant pedagogies and 
equitable structures where Latinx counterstories can be welcomed and fostered (Stein et 
al., 2018).  Restructuring a school to become culturally responsive may most likely 
provide Latinx students with stronger feelings of competence and sense of belonging 
(Stein et al., 2018).  Such a school design includes high expectations, counselor support, 
culturally relevant professional development, integrative linguistic and familial aspects of 
Latinx students’ cultural wealth, and personalization of student learning (Stein et al. 
2018); however, a culturally responsive site has to be taken from a school-wide approach, 
beginning with a principal and school leaders who are to (re)shape school culture to 
better support Latinx students (Stein et al., 2018).  Gándara and Mordechay (2017) argue 
that solutions lie within dual language programs, strong magnet schools, bilingual 
education, and more Latino educators; however, as successful as these programs are, “the 
demand far exceeds supply” (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017, p. 150).  Nevertheless, until 
schools offer attainable solutions for educational challenges concerning Latinx students, 
“structural and experiential inequities” will continue to create racial injustices for this 
group of students (Stein et al., 2018, p. 103). 
Although statistics about Latinxs in education are disheartening, there is evidence 
in the literature that elucidate concrete and sustainable practices that support the success 
of Latinx students (Faltis & Arias, 2007; García et al., 2012; Rodriguez & Oseguera, 




“socially toxic environments” (p. 186); one that positions educators to provide quality 
teaching through an authentic caring environment (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).  Teachers 
who do not sacrifice rigor for social justice, but rather equally maintain the two, serve as 
effective material resources for students in urban and poverty-stricken communities 
(Duncan-Andrade, 2009).  In an effort to provide spaces of transformation, a realistic 
acknowledgment of students’ lives must occur; empathy between teachers and students is 
a necessary tool to “pave the path to justice” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 188).  Duncan-
Andrade (2009) contends that educators must see the pain of their students as their pain; 
that, for students in urban communities, “deep and caring relationships” are a prerequisite 
for learning:      
Audacious hope stares down the painful path; and despite the overwhelming odds 
against us making it down that path to change, we make the journey again and 
again. There is no other choice. Acceptance of this fact allows us to find the 
courage and the commitment to cajole our students to join us on that journey. This 
makes us better people as it makes us better teachers, and it models for our 
students that the painful path is the hopeful path. (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 191) 
  Rodríguez & Oseguera (2015) also name seven principles needed for Latinx 
student success, each situating itself in a promising institutional culture, working 
interconnectedly to “significantly transform how educators, policymakers, and 
researchers examine, understand, and respond to the Latina/o crisis facing the United 
States” (p. 133):  
1. Relationships 




3. Students’ Voices  
4. Students as Intellectuals  
5. Culture of Recognition 
6. Learning from Marginalized Students 
7. Building a Culture of Excellence. 
Essentially, when authentic student-adult relationships are formed, a culture of 
open dialogue can occur, where Latinx students feel comfortable in sharing their 
experiences and expressing their voices about the world around them through questions, 
research, and shared understandings; which in turn, encourages school adults (teachers, 
administrators, mentors, etc.) to publicly recognize their efforts of learning and growth as 
intellectuals, rather than marginalized students (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015).  When 
schools begin to do this, they establish a culture of excellence through “Excellence 
Campaigns” --an effort to bring in successful community members who reflect similar 
backgrounds in an effort to raise awareness and pride of their cultural wealth (Rodríguez 
& Oseguera, 2015).  Ultimately, educators need to include Latinx students in the 
meaning-making process, rather than positioning them as empty vessels to “deposit” 
knowledge in (Freire, 2016).  Freire (2016) contends that a “liberating education consists 
of acts of cognition, not transferrals of information” (p. 79).   
A study done by García, Woodley, Flores, and Chu (2012) serves as a tangible 
example of the aforementioned transformative practices (Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Freire, 
2016; Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015) by providing results of what an authentic caring 
environment can do for Latinx and Latinx EL-labeled students from racialized and 




seven New York City high schools.  Rather than delving into the racial injustice issues 
Latinx students encounter in their everyday experiences (as many studies have addressed: 
Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Gándara & Mordechay, 2017; Stein et al., 2018; Pew 
Hispanic Center, 2019; PPIC, 2018), García et al. (2012) elucidate how and why these 
students experience an authentic caring culture that sets them up for success and high 
graduation rates (over 66% graduation rate).  Through their study, the researchers find 
that all seven schools enacted a culture of transcaring (p. 799): a third space where 
“students [develop] fluid subjectivities that extend beyond “first” and “second” languages 
and cultural identities” (p. 799).  Unlike the findings in Stein et al.’s (2018) research, 
teachers and administrators who participated in García et al.’s (2012) study confronted 
the “issues of racism, otherness, and social justice” (p. 813); thus, enabling a 
transformative space where students could build fluid subjectivities.   
 A few details that make García et al.’s (2012) study unique are: (1) six of the 
seven schools were predominantly Latinx; (2) five of the seven schools had a 
predominantly emergent bilingual population (EL-classified students); (3) despite popular 
opinion about having EL-classified students in linguistically heterogeneous settings, all 
seven schools flourished in an environment that highly encouraged and practiced 
“bilingualism in education” (p. 809).  Through teacher and administrator interviews and 
direct observations, the researchers identified four strategies that are crucial for Latinx 
student success: 
1. Translanguaging and bilingualism in education; 
2. Transculturación in culturally transforming pedagogy; 




4. Transactions through dynamic assessments. (García et al., 2012, p. 808) 
In translanguaging, teachers did not isolate the use of English-only or Spanish-
only; instead, they used practices that allowed students to use all of their language 
repertoire to communicate with peers and teachers (García et al., 2012).  Furthermore, 
teachers also moved between languages to communicate with students.  Translanguaging 
and bilingualism in education permitted students and teachers to make a greater sense of 
teaching and learning.  Additionally, it validated, reflected, and maximized home 
language practices in a school environment; hence, strengthening the connection between 
home, community, and school (García et al., 2012).  Ultimately, translanguaging allowed 
students to feel a “[boost]’ of “self-esteem in their emergent bilingualism” (García et al., 
2012, p. 811).    
In practicing transculturación, García et al. (2012) suggests that the observed 
schools used “border pedagogies” (Elenes & Delgado Bernal, 2010, as cited in García et 
al., 2012, p. 812) to create a third space where students could “straddle” cultures and 
languages; where they can be a product of all cultures and languages instead of one or the 
other (p. 812).  The researchers claim the teachers in the effective schools used a 
“culturally transforming pedagogy,” where students not only reflected on their lives and 
experiences, but they also formed new perspectives about U.S. Latino subjectivities and 
access to “the larger world” (García et al., 2012, p. 812).        
Within transcollaboration and compadrazgo, García et al. (2012) note that schools 
created familial-like networks that involved teachers, students, administrators, 
counselors, families, and others within the community in order to inform the best 




that effective schools had “strong learning communities,” where student collaboration 
was considered normal (p. 815).  Essentially, the relationships observed between the 
schools, families, and other community members reinforced the transcaring atmosphere 
where linguistic and cultural differences were transcended into a third space (García et 
al., 2012, p. 817).  
Finally, García et al. (2012) assert that all of the schools in their study used 
dynamic assessments to assess and maximize students’ learning.  The researchers argue 
that such assessments create a third space for students to draw upon their “different 
language, cultural, schooling, and community practices” (García et al., 2012, p. 818) and 
knowledge to demonstrate learning.  Overall, for the participants, dynamic assessments 
were an ongoing process in order to modify lessons to students’ strengths and weaknesses 
in language proficiency, content knowledge; furthermore, they served as a method of 
differentiation to meet the individual needs of students (García et al., 2012). 
Ultimately, García et al.’s (2012) study demonstrates that Latinx students can be 
successful in school environments where they are authentically cared for and loved; an 
environment where they are given multiple opportunities to create and maintain a third 
space to construct fluid identities and “[straddle] languages, cultures, and modes of 
knowing and performing in the borderlands in which these immigrant students live” 
(García et al., 2012, p. 820).  The schools within García et al.’s (2012) research were 
successful because they capitalized on students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds and 
knowledge.  They sustained an atmosphere of critical hope (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).    
One may argue that García et al.’s (2012) research study schools were successful 




Cultural Wealth Model.  For example, the act of translanguaging may be related to 
linguistic capital because the various language and communication skills students 
brought with them to school were used and validated.  Transculturación may be 
hypothetically related to navigational capital in the sense that, once graduated, the 
transcaring experiences will hopefully have taught students how to create third spaces of 
their own in order to navigate through social institutions and educational spaces (Yosso, 
2005).  Finally, familial capital (Yosso, 2005) may be used to describe the 
transcollaboration that occurred between schools, families, and other community 
members for the reason that all members served as human resources for the students; 
which in turn, could assist students in creating positive post-high school experiences.  In 
the end, while García et al. (2012) acknowledge the limitation in their study, given that 
their schools consisted of a “unique Latino demographic and a distinct sociopolitical 
educational context” (p. 821), the researchers   
assert that the findings of their study can be generalizable to other educational contexts.  
What is noteworthy about García et al.’s (2012) study is the existence of authentic and 
meaningful relationships between teachers and students; these were “vital in shaping 
student engagement in school” (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015, p. 134).  
To summarize, Latinx students have historically faced challenges that continue to 
have a negative impact on their education (Faltis & Arias, 2007; Gándara & Mordechay, 
2017; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015; PPIC, 2018).  For 
example, they have remained academically behind their White and Asian peers with low 
high school and college graduation rates (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017).  Moreover, not 




the “most segregated of all minority students in U.S. schools” (Faltis & Arias, 2007, p. 
19).  As a result of these factors, they have also fallen into a repeated cycle of poverty, 
which also recycles issues with educational equity, healthcare, nutrition, isolation, and 
segregation (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017).  Additionally, over time, they internalize 
negative outward perceptions of devalue and discrimination about themselves and the 
Latinx community (Link et al., 1989; Stein et al., 2018).  Nevertheless, while school 
curriculum and personnel do not reflect the needs of Latinx students (Gándara & 
Mordechay, 2017), the literature also reveals concrete practices that establish “critical 
hope” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009) through transcaring environments that preserve authentic 
student-teacher relationships and promote the acceptance of fluid identity and language 
subjectivities, all of which increase academic success and positive inward and outward 
perceptions for Latinx students (Faltis & Arias, 2007; García et al., 2012; Rodriguez & 
Oseguera, 2015).  Therefore, a deliberate approach towards Latinx student success must 
be taken in and out of the classroom (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015).            
Summary 
 The literature review discussed three main concepts pertaining to labeling, 
language and the EL-classified student, and the Latinx student in education.  First, it 
examined the effects and consequences that derive from labeling.  Rouse (1988) 
concluded that the outward perceptions that society holds about an individual become 
inwardly subjected; thus, shaping the individual’s identity to assume in a specific place 
within a social system without choice.  Essentially, the name one is given before the 
conception of self becomes internalized (Rouse, 1988).  Link et al. (1989) also found 




person will behave in a certain manner that is most likely a reflection of the stereotype 
and/or stigma anticipated by others about that label.  As found in Skopalová’s (2010) 
study, labels are problematic because they mark an individual as a deviant from the 
expected societal norm.  In the end, language and identity were found to be intertwining 
concepts, both fluid and impressionable by their surroundings (Crump, 2014); however, 
when either of them is found to attain undesirable characteristics, they are subject to 
devaluation and discrimination (Link et al., 1989). 
The second section of the literature review, questions and investigates the use of 
the EL label.  Researchers sustain that language use becomes racialized when the 
language user is from a racially stigmatized group (Hill, 1998; Rosa, 2016).  Specifically, 
speech from racialized populations becomes highly monitored and observed as a 
linguistic disorder that often needs repairing (Hill, 1998; Rosa, 2016; Flores & Rosa, 
2019).  Applying this notion to the “EL” experience, Alim (2005) argues that language 
has become a factor in segregating minoritized languages of racialized groups.  Vollmer 
(2000) further supports this notion by suggesting that EL-classified students who are 
perceived as White are not primarily identified as EL; rather, they are seen as individuals, 
‘atypical’ from the “‘typical’ ESL students.”  Additionally, while the EL label contends 
normalized linguistic segregation, it also perpetuates stigma and contributes to low 
academic achievement, low self-esteem, and educational inequity (Dabach, 2014; 
Umansky, 2016). 
Finally, the literature review examined Latinx student experiences primarily in 
secondary education pertaining to academic opportunity, identity, race, and language.  




concerning language and behavior.  As a result, they are blamed for their lack of 
academic success (Stein et al., 2018).  However, Gándara and Mordechay (2017) counter 
the blame by explaining that Latinx students are primarily isolated from mainstream 
society because of poverty, where they often encounter dangerous areas and attend 
underperforming schools with students like themselves.  Nevertheless, schools may be 
colorblind to the permanence of racism among their teachers and students (Stein et al., 
2018).  García et al. (2012) offer the pedagogical transformative practice of transcaring as 
a method of establishing third spaces for Latinx students who often experience linguistic 
and cultural discrimination.  Their study confirms that an authentic caring environment 
augments success for Latinx students (García et al., 2012).  Essentially, it is critical for 
Latinx students to have a space where they can construct fluid identities, use fluid 
language practices, and demonstrate their funds of knowledge through dynamic 
assessments (García et al., 2012).   
Previous research indicates that if school communities desire to provide their 
Latinx students, both EL- and non-EL-classified, with optimal opportunities for academic 
success, then the literature suggest the requirement of an authentic caring environment, 
where students can build intercultural relationships and compadrazgo.  Ultimately, 
labeling students as ELs and enrolling them into EL-specific courses--specifically those 
who are categorized as long-term ELs--deepens the complexity of identity, language, and 
race within an academic system.  Those who have been marked as linguistic deviants 
continue to experience decreased access to academic opportunities.  Additionally, the EL 
label is argued to be more so a predictor of student achievement rather than a determiner 




become part of a collective identity which depresses students’ academic achievement and 








 The methodology chapter is divided into seven sections.  The first section is the 
restatement of the study’s overall purpose.  The second section discusses the research 
design, as well as the research questions.  The third section reviews the research setting.  
The fourth section explains who the participants of the research were.  Section five 
clarifies the instrumentation, the independent and dependent variables of the study, and 
the validation of the instruments.  Section six explains the protection of human subjects.  
The seventh section describes the background of the researcher, as well as her 
positionality.  
Restatement of the Purpose 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the social psychological 
internalizations that adult Latinx individuals maintain as an effect from being labeled an 
English Learner (EL) in school.  The researcher aimed to elucidate the thoughts and 
feelings of Latinx adults regarding language, race, identity, and self in relation to being a 
linguistically marked or labeled student in middle school or high school.  As a conceptual 
theoretical framework for this study, the researcher used the modified labeling theory 
(MLT), Critical Language and Race theory (LangCrit), and Latina/o Critical theory 
(LatCrit).  In doing so, the study anticipated to explore the intersection of labels and the 
self-concepts of identity, language, race, and self for previously EL-labeled Latinx 





 This study used a narrative inquiry approach to a qualitative research design  
consisting of informal open-ended interviews and focus groups with Latinx adults who 
were – 
labeled as ELs during any time of their K-12 education in an American school; however, 
emphasis was placed on individuals who were labeled during or after their sixth grade 
year because of their “long-term” status (see Figure 1).  
For this research study, the interview selection process used both a snowball 
sampling and purposeful sampling to obtain eight qualitative, informal, one-on-one in-
depth interviews that sought to “discover [and], understand” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 93) 
narratives about participants’ experiences as Latinx adults who were linguistically 
marked as “ELs” in middle and/or high school.  The informality of the one-on-one 
interviews followed the “general interview guide approach” (Turner III, 2010, p. 754) as 
well as the “informal open-ended interviews” method (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 127).  
Conducting interviews with the conception of both methods allowed the researcher to 
“[guide] the participant through insightful probes” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 127) and 
provided the researcher with the opportunity to build “rapport with the participants” 
(Turner III, 2010, p. 755).  Building trust between the researcher and the interviewee 
helped establish the opportunity to conduct in-depth interviews that “[dug] deep into 
one’s experiences” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 127).  Additionally, although the researcher 
prepared six “pre-constructed questions” (Turner III, 2010, p. 755), both interview 
methods allowed the researcher to adapt these questions for a more “personal approach” 




key ideas that “[moved] the conversation forward” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 127).  The 
interviews took between 45 to 60 minutes. (See Appendix B for interview questions).  
In addition to one-on-one interviews, the researcher facilitated two focus groups 
using Kruegar’s and Casey’s (2000) model (Rabiee, 2004) (see Appendix C for focus 
group themes and questions).  It is noted that the researcher intended for four focus 
groups with at least six to eight participants; however, given the recent COVID-19 global 
pandemic, participants for the two remaining focus groups could not be recruited due to 
shelter-in-place orders in California. As a result, the two established focus groups 
consisted of three to six participants.  These numbers still allowed the researcher to gain 
multiple perspectives under manageable conditions (Mishra, 2016; Rabiee, 2004).  
Rabiee (2004) asserts that data generated in focus-group interviews “are often deeper and 
richer than those obtained from one-to-one interviews” (p. 656).  They not only provided 
participants with the opportunity to identify and relate experiences to one another, but 
they also “[illuminated] differences in perspectives between groups of individuals” 
(Rabiee, 2004, p. 656).  Furthermore, focus groups were used to empower participants 
(Rabiee, 2004).  However, because the data generated depended on the “synergy of the 
group interaction” (Rabiee, 2004, p. 656), the researcher used Krueger and Casey’s 
(2000) recommendation of “investing time and effort in selecting members of the group” 
(Rabiee, 2004, p. 656).  For this reason, pre-existing, homogenous groups were used to 
create each focus group (Mishra, 2016; Rabiee, 2004); members of each group were 
familiar with at least two others due to previous or present schooling or career routes.  
Therefore, for the purpose of this research study, the researcher used stratified sampling 




common attributes: age, area of residency, language history, and education.  Through this 
research design, the researcher attempted to answer the following research questions: 
1. What social-psychological internalizations do Latinx adults experience as a result 
from having the English Learner label as their K-12 identifier? 
1. How do these internalizations manifest in their sense of identity, sense of 
belonging, language use, and racial perception? 
Data Collection 
 For the personal interviews, data was either collected through in-person meetings 
at secure location or through the online meeting platform, Zoom.  All in-person 
interviews were recorded through a recording app on the researcher’s password-safe 
iPhone.  All Zoom meetings were audio-recorded using the in-app feature in Zoom.  Data 
from the focus groups were collected through video/audio recordings and observational 
notes.  The researcher and a transcriber assistant transcribed all of interviews, both 
personal and focus group.   
Data Analysis 
All data were analyzed using a combination of Kruegar’s and Casey’s (2000) 
framework analysis (as cited in Rabiee, 2004) and Rabiee’s (2004) added modifications 
to Kruegar’s and Casey’s (2000) framework analysis model.  The following eight criteria 
was observed in one-on-one interviews and focus group interviews in order to “produce a 
richer interpretation” (Rabiee, 2004, p. 660): 
1. Words 
2. Content 




4. Frequency  
5. Intensity of comments 
6. Specificity of responses 
7. Extensiveness 
8. Big picture  
Additionally, for the focus groups, the constant comparison analysis technique 
was used to assess the “saturation in general and across-group saturation” on 
conversation topics (Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech, & Zoran, 2009, p. 6).  This 
technique allowed the researcher to assess themes that emerged from both groups. 
Research Setting 
 For the comfort and convenience of participants, one-on-one interviews were held 
in spaces chosen by participants or by the researcher, such as a secure location or via 
Zoom.  Only one interview was conducted in a public place; however, the participant 
consented to the environment.  All focus-group interviews were conducted face-to-face in 
a private and secure location; however both locations were located in general areas with 
easy enter and exit access in order to promote trust, authenticity, and confidentiality 
(Mishra, 2016).  One focus group took place in a private home in Sacramento, CA, and 
the second focus group was conducted in the classroom of a participant in Napa, CA.  
Participants from one-on-one interviews were allowed to also participate in one focus 
group; however, only two participants participated in both types of interviews  Finally, 
while all interview settings were free from distractions, the researcher ensured that all 
participants were provided a “comfortable environment” where they “[did] not feel 






Figure 1.  Visual of Research Procedures 
 
Participants     
 The participants for this study were 13 California residents.  Eight female 
participants and five male participants were recruited for this study.   The condition for 
selecting participants was to be at least 18 years old and to self-identify as Latinx 
individuals with an EL-labeled background, and a high school diploma (or equivalent) 
from a high school in the United States.  Therefore, individuals who did not graduate 
from U.S.-based high school were not included in this study.  In terms of Latinx 
backgrounds, eight participants identified as Mexican-American, three identified as 
Mexican, one as Salvadoran, and one as Nicaraguan. 
 The participants’ age range was between 18 and 40.  In terms of education, one 
participant is in her first year of college, six have a bachelor’s degrees, and six have a 
PHASE 3: DATA ANALYSIS
Both Interviews and Focus Groups used Kruegar's (1994) 'Framework Analysis," as well as Rabiee's (2004) 
recommendations (p. 660). As well as constant comparison analysis
PHASE 2 = FOCUS-GROUP INTERVIEWS
4-6 research candidates selected to participate in 
each focus group (2-3)
Stratified sampling technique used to construct each 
focus group: age, socioeconic background, education, 
language history
PHASE 1 = INTERVIEWS
10 research candidates selected for one-on-one 
interviews
Snowball sampling technique used to select 





master’s degree.  Ten participants worked in the field of education, although the age 
group and the subject they taught varied.  One participant worked at a bank as a loan 
officer, and one worked in public health.  Finally, one participant worked part-time at a 
fast-food restaurant and was a full-time student.       
 The researcher invited all of the individuals to participate in this study on a 
voluntary basis.  To reach potential participants, the researcher used the snowball effect 
to announce her dissertation research study to their friends, family, and/or acquaintances.  
Individuals who were interested in participating in the research study reached out to the 
researcher via email, direct message on social media, or through a text message.  Then, 
the researcher sent them a link to schedule an interview and/or focus group through the 
online scheduling tool, Calendly, along with the interview questions.  If participants had 
any questions regarding the interview questions or the research process in general, they 
emailed the researcher or scheduled a pre-interview meeting through Zoom.  
Instrumentation 
 A prompt with several anticipated follow-up questions was created for the 
personal interviews (see Appendix B).  Then, overarching themes and subjects from these 
interviews were used to facilitate focus group discussions about participants’ current state 
of identity concerning social identity, linguistic identity, racial construction, and sense of 
self (see Appendix C).  
Research Variables  
 For the purpose of this research study, age, education, gender, and EL label 
variation were considered as the independent variables, while emotional internalizations, 




considered as the dependent variables.   
Validation of the Instruments 
In order to ensure the validity of the interview prompts and focus group themes 
used in this research study, the researcher shared all of the instruments with each of the 
professionals who have expert knowledge and experience with the research design, 
setting, and population for feedback and approval.  These experts include a bilingual and 
multicultural education professor at California State University, Sacramento and a 
bilingual school psychologist in a northern California school district.  Furthermore, the 
structure of the interview questions and prompts followed McNamara’s (2009) 
suggestion about creating effective open-ended questions (Turner III, 2010).  The 
questions were formed without the assumption that participants’ high school EL 
experiences had a negative effect on their present lives (Turner III, 2010).  In addition, 
focus group themes were based on what the literature demonstrates about labeling effects, 
the EL experience, and Latinxs in education, as well as themes found within the one-on-
one interviews.       
Protection of Human Subjects 
 After the dissertation proposal was approved by the dissertation committee, the 
University of San Francisco’s Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 
Subjects granted permission for the researcher to begin the proposed study (see Appendix 
D).  Once qualified research candidates were identified, the researcher sent a consent 
form to be signed either electronically or in person.  The consent form was collected prior 
to any interview setting.  The consent form included a description of the research study, 




discomforts, possible benefits, and a statement ensuring that all participants had the right 
to withdraw from the study at any time without any penalty (see Appendix A).   
In order to further protect the identity of all participants, pseudonyms were used 
to keep their identities private.  Only the researcher knew the true identity of the 
participants.  Additionally, all data were kept confidential and secure by the researcher 
through a private, password-secure laptop accessible only to the researcher.  Finally, all 
audio and video recordings were uploaded as audio-only files and kept on a secure file 
only accessible to the researcher through password security.  
Background of the Researcher 
I am a second-generation Mexican immigrant descendant who was born and 
raised in south Sacramento, California for the first 25 years of her life.  I grew up in an 
urban neighborhood surrounded by gang activity and drugs; however, it was rich in 
culture.  I also attended a large urban comprehensive high school where the student 
population was predominantly Students of color from low-income backgrounds.  After 
graduating high school with a low grade-point average, the I earned my Associate of Arts 
degree from Sacramento City College, and transferred to California State University, 
Sacramento, where I earned my Bachelor of Arts degree in English, a Master of Arts 
degree in Composition and Rhetoric with a concentration in Second Language 
Acquisition, and a single-subject teaching credential with a bilingual and multicultural 
emphasis.  
Currently, I reside in Napa, CA.  I am an English and ethnic studies teacher at a 
high school with a predominantly Latinx student population and a predominantly White 




grade teacher lead in the English department, and I have led several on-site professional 
developments.  Additionally, I created and developed the course and curriculum for the 
only ethnic studies course on campus.  Primarily, I have taught students from Latinx 
immigrant families, “English-learning” backgrounds and low-income neighborhoods. 
I have also presented at different conferences on the topics of teaching and “EL” 
student experiences, such as “TESOL Graduate Student Panel: A Glimpse into the 
Future,” San Jose, CA (October 2019), “Words Matter: Conversational Spaces for 
Classroom Management,” Vacaville, CA (November 2018), “Literacy Through a 
Different Lens: Becoming the Culturally Responsive Teacher,” Sacramento, CA (April 
2015), and “Home Literacy and Motivation: Spanish Speakers and Their Road to 
Success,” Sacramento, CA (April 2014). 
Overall, because of my personal, academic, and career experiences, I focus on 
creating a teaching and learning environment founded on social justice, equity, and 
critical consciousness.  As a result, much of my coursework has concentrated on second 
language theories and practice in conjunction with sociolinguistics and social-
psychological implications from language policies and bilingual education.  All of this 
has influenced my teaching practice and pedagogy in both English writing, English 
language development, and ethnic studies courses.  Ultimately, with all that I have 
learned, and all I continue to learn through the work of this dissertation, my goal is to 
assist teachers, administrators, and districts with high populations of Latinx students, 
Students of color, and students from low-income backgrounds on how to develop and 




transcaring practices that not only encourage students to share their narratives, but to also 
transform those narratives into counterstories.   
Positionality 
 I became intrigued with the proposed study after my husband shared his current 
adult experience as an ex-EL student.  Although he was reclassified during his seventh 
grade year, he explained that he often reverted to the negative feelings and thoughts he 
felt during his “EL” time when he was in academic or professional spaces, and that he 
felt this way until his fourth year of college.  As his wife, I felt sad that such an intelligent 
person felt this way even after being accepted into a prestigious university.  On the other 
hand, as a researcher and educator, I became very interested with the topic of an EL 
mentality being carried into adulthood, and wondered if my husband’s experience could 
be relatable to others with similar backgrounds.   
As an educator, I have not only seen how Latinx students become marginalized in 
academic spaces--especially within the current rhetoric about immigrants from Mexico 
and Central America--but also how students who are considered ‘long-term English 
learners’ do not receive the appropriate language supports in general education 
classrooms to help with success.  As a result, I genuinely want to change how academic 
spaces currently assess, educate, and envelope these students into their school cultures.  
Thus, I ask, what can schools do so that students who are either reclassified after the 
seventh grade or who are never reclassified leave high school with positive feelings and 
thoughts about their academic skills and social identity?  
How EL-classified Latinx students are treated and taught is of critical importance 




effects that come from being an EL, but my husband’s narrative also demonstrates that 
the possibility of these negative effects transitioning into adulthood is very 
plausible.  Having students, relatives, and friends from this specific background makes 
the proposed study that much more important to me.  Overall, I believe that my lens as a 
Latina woman, a scholar, and as an educator provide me with the experience necessary to 










 This chapter reports on the results of the data analysis for the central research 
question and the supporting question presented in this qualitative study.  Eight interviews 
and two focus group interviews were conducted in order to address the emotional 
internalizations that may be connected to the English-language label (EL), as well as the 
ways in which these emotions or thoughts are manifested in the lives of the participants.  
The study addressed the following research question:  
1. What social-psychological internalizations do Latinx adults experience as a result 
from having the English Learner label as their K-12 identifier?  
a. How do these internalizations manifest in their sense of identity, sense of 
belonging, language use, and racial perception? 
This chapter consists of three sections.  The first section details emergent themes 
found in the data for both personal interviews and focus group interviews as it responds 
to the central research question.  The second section describes manifestations (behaviors) 
found among participants that respond to the supporting research question.  Finally, the 
third section summarizes the study’s qualitative findings.  Findings from personal 
interviews are presented below as isolated pieces in the respective topics.  Finally, given 
the natural conversation patterns that occur in focus groups, findings are presented as 
chunks of information to express the general content of each group as it pertains to each 





 For this study, 13 participants shared their narratives with the present study.  
There were of eight personal interviews and two focus groups.  Eight participants 
identified as Mexican-American, three as Mexican, one as Nicaraguan, and one as 
Salvadoran.  Additionally, this study consists of eight female participants and five male 
participants.  In terms of age, four participants self-identified between 18-24 years, eight 
identified between 25-33 years, and one between 34-40 years old.  Finally, all of the 
participants have a bachelor’s degree or higher, except for one participant who has a high 
school diploma.  See Table 1 for a summary of participant demographics. 




















































































































































































































Emergent Themes to Research Question 1 
 Data from the personal interviews and the focus group interviews revealed that  
participants experienced and continue to experience both positive and negative emotional 
internalizations in regard to their post high school language experiences.  These 
emotional internationalizations occur and fluctuate in their present-day lives; in other 
words, every new day harbors different emotions related to their language and racial 
experiences.  These feelings and thoughts have been categorized to create overarching 
themes in the data. 
Emergent Theme 1: K-12 School Community Perception about “EL” Students 
Affects the Self 
 This thematic section is categorized based on participants' comments regarding 
the self and K-12 experiences related to English learning, language perception, school 
relationships with peers, teachers, administrators, and classroom environment. 
All participants referenced negative and positive feelings related to K-12 
schooling experiences.  Additionally, they mentioned how these experiences influenced 




school and post high school.  Negative emotions of isolation, anxiety, fear, insecurity, 
and self-doubt were found among the participants.  Positive emotions of confidence and 
comfortability were also found. 
Personal Interviews    
For Lulu, the association between students and the EL label meant that labeled 
students were not academically successful; this included herself.  She attended a 
culturally and linguistically homogeneous primary school, where, according to Lulu, was 
all Mexican and Spanish-speaking.  She stated, “all these students...might not make it 
far.”  The message she received from teachers and her general school community about 
EL labeled students and Spanish in general was “negative, dismissed maybe, just looked 
down upon...definitely not an asset as what some people say it might be to be bilingual.”  
Furthermore, Lulu expressed teachers and other school administrators told her not to 
speak Spanish in class anymore because they wanted her to “make sure she [spoke] 
English well.”  As a result, she elucidated that her past fear and anxiety associated with 
speaking Spanish in school came from the fear of being “judged” by her teachers, for 
speaking both imperfect English and imperfect Spanish.  As a result, she avoided 
conversations with school staff and faculty almost entirely. 
Overall, while in her K-12 education, Lulu expressed that she never fully felt 
confident or comfortable in her English speaking ability.  Furthermore, she expressed that 
these thoughts and emotions not only stayed with her into college, but also internalized 
into her present life: 
I think I’ve always been scared to speak English.  I mean now it’s a little bit 




and--because I’ve always felt--I’ve always heard people tell me “Oh you have an 
accent when you speak English,” and “You can hear it.”  So, I’ve always been 
conscious of that and the fact that I was labeled an ELL...It has always been in the 
back of mind...that stigma still sticks with me...a lot of people do really think that 
like second language learners are basically...like they have a disability or...they 
don’t know the subject matter.  It’s tough because I still have that sometimes. 
(Lulu, personal communication, January 28, 2020) 
 Like Lulu, Uriah and Oscar also shared that their past ideas around ESL (English 
as a Second Language) classes and EL-labeled students were initially negative until 
positive relationships or interactions with teachers helped shift their perspectives.  For 
Uriah, being an English learner meant that she was not “smart enough or good enough for 
people.”  Likewise, Oscar believed that “people like me don’t go to college...there’s no 
expectation that I would even graduate high school.”  However, with the help of their 
respective supportive school staffs, both  
Uriah and Oscar felt confident in their ability to achieve academic success:  
I had people that saw that I was willing to use my potential...they saw that I was 
willing to put in the work, the effort...to better myself.  So I had people that 
without knowing me invested in me and believed in me...so throughout high 
school, you know, once again with the exception of one teacher, I had a lot of 
support. (Oscar, personal communication, February 20, 2020). 
Currently, Uriah explained that while she presently does not have a negative 
perception about her linguistic ability, given the recent presidential administration and 




about her home language (Spanish) and ethnicity (Uriah identifies as Mexican-
American).  Nevertheless, both Uriah and Oscar feel confident about their English-
speaking proficiency.  Uriah asserted, “So like now I’m empowered, I’m like ‘Okay I can 
speak two languages and that’s awesome.’”  
For Allegra, while she was in high school, she believed that students who were 
labeled as ELs were considered a “down level person,” a notion that was reinforced 
through an experience she had with a peer in her robotics class: 
Even in robotics class, I would have an idea or sometimes they will be...well, one 
of my classmates will try to hear me, but he would assume I probably said 
something wrong because I wouldn’t explain my ideas well, so they would just 
be like “Oh okay.  It’s fine,” but they wouldn’t be...like pay attention to me. 
(Allegra, personal communication, January 4, 2020) 
However, Allegra explained that while she believed others had a negative perception 
about students in ELD, she did not have a negative perception about herself.  On the 
contrary, she asserted that she was confident in her ability to be successful in school, 
despite feeling “nervous” and “timid about [her] academic experiences.”  She believes 
that her confidence was encouraged  
by secondary teachers who supported her language and academic needs: 
Some of the teachers were hard and others were like “Okay, let me try to explain” 
...and others were...like, didn’t care how I was, so “I’m just going to make you do 
whatever.”  Like with Mr. Cole, whose teach biology.  He was very helpful.  He 




things, and he would use Google Translate to do the tests.  He would help us do 
that. (Allegra, personal communication, January 4, 2020)  
The support from many teachers, faculty, and staff ensured Allegra that she and 
her parents were “[welcomed]” on campus and were “fortunate” to be there, even though 
at times she felt “very excluded because [she] couldn’t understand” why peers who 
“spoke Spanish wouldn’t help [her].”  Because of this negative peer experience, Allegra 
pushed herself to enroll  
in advanced placement courses where she could be surrounded by “American students.”  
For Gail, her high school experience was different from the previous participants.  
She attended an international high school in northern California where all of the students 
were considered newcomers to the United States; therefore, all students were also 
considered immigrants and English language learners.  Gail shared that she felt 
“extremely supported” because teachers “would take the extra time to meet with me 
outside of the regular classes.”  Having this support assured Gail that college was a 
definite possibility, despite having arrived in the United States at the age of 15.  Overall, 
the homogeneous school environment and the very “family-like” schooling experience 
helped Gail feel “good” and “safe” about herself and about her language learning 
experience even after high school.  
  Similarly, having both emotional and academic support in high school helped 
Ricky feel confident about his language and academic ability after he was redesignated in 
seventh grade.  Not only did he receive assistance from his teachers, but he also received 




high school students from low-income families in their preparation for college entrance.  
Ricky explained how his environment influenced his grades and perspective on college:  
The provided guidance...showed me what it took to go to college, what it means 
to go to college...and that’s when I feel my grades did go up a little bit...I just 
think being in that environment, you’re a product of the environment. (Ricky, 
personal communication, January 31, 2020) 
However, during his senior year of high school, Ricky’s interaction with his 
ethnic studies teacher seemed to have an impact on him when she made a comment over 
one of his written essays:  
I stayed after class and I asked why I received a C- on my essay and she said that 
I “needed to sound more White” and that stuck with me.  At first, I was mad.  You 
know, I was like “How dare she say that?”  At that age, you’re going to say 
“that’s racist” because you know you can’t express yourself very well...it 
appeared that she could hear me in there and it's not necessarily a good thing.  
Maybe she could hear that I’m an English learner; hear that I am first-generation. 
(Ricky, personal communication, January 31, 2020) 
Unfortunately, Ricky expressed that it was this key moment that made him feel 
“insecure” about his English language ability.  A feeling that stayed with him until his 
fourth year in college.  
 For Lisa, her feelings of isolation, insecurity, and constant comparison formed 
early in elementary school and lasted until her first year in college.  She elucidated that 
her primary and secondary schooling environments created a visible division between 




her feel that she not only had a “language barrier, but also a knowledge barrier.”  In 
school, teachers demanded English, and when she could not produce, she “felt down” 
about herself.  Ultimately, this made her feel “alone,” because she believed that 
“Mexicans and Spanish-speakers were lower academically.”  She stated, “We were not as 
smart as White kids because they could speak English well.  Teachers were less likely to 
trust Spanish-speakers and Mexican students, and I was both.”          
Focus Group 1 
 All of the participants in Focus Group1 conversed about their K-12 experiences 
regarding ESL and ELD.  They mentioned how many of them were isolated from 
students outside of EL or ELD courses, as well as from taking general education courses.  
One speaker shared that many of her high school courses focused on trade-based careers, 
such as “Kitchen class, Design class, and Human Development” (Speaker 3, personal 
communication, February 22, 2020).  Based on their experiences, there was a general 
consensus that there was a “negative image” (Speaker 2, personal communication, 
February 22, 2020) around students who were labeled EL, and they all agreed that this 
had an effect on the way they perceived themselves as individuals and as students.  
Speaker 2 elucidated how he “didn’t want that image,” so he tried his best to build a 
divide between himself and others in EL courses.  He expressed that he was “okay with 
being Mexican-American,” but not “that kind of Mexican.”  Speaker 3 shared that she 
currently has trauma from her experiences, and how this trauma negatively affects her 
work with feelings of “doubt” and “second-guessing.” 
Focus Group 2 




how it affected them while in school and how they feel about themselves today.  Two 
participants from the second focus group grew up in the same school district and shared 
similar experiences with regard to being labeled.  Both stated that they felt supported 
throughout school; however, they understood that “being EL meant that students were 
tracked in school,” and if it had not been for their parents’ involvement, they “probably 
never would have gotten out” (Speaker A, personal communication, March 14, 2020).   
Another participant shared that being labeled as an EL was more of a “racial thing 
than a language thing.”  He felt that his placement had nothing to do with his language 
ability, but more so on the fact that he was one of the Latinos in school.  Because of his 
experiences, he developed negative feelings towards teachers and subjects.  Nevertheless, 
he was confident in his ability to succeed in English.            
Emergent Theme 2: Feelings About Language Influence Feelings About the Self 
 This thematic section differs from Theme 1 in that participants’ comments 
regarding feelings and thoughts about language and the self (this includes identity and 
culture) were not directly related to school experiences; however, they were shared as 
part of their emotionally internalized effects from being a language learner or as a 
Spanish speaker. 
Overall, participants elucidated both past and current internalized emotions and 
thoughts related to the concepts of bilingualism and English-only, and how these ideas 
influenced the way they perceived themselves or continue to perceive themselves. 
Personal Interviews 
For Uriah, how she felt about her language affected how she felt about herself.  




experiences, she believed that “English was the superior language” and Spanish was only 
to be spoken at home.  As a result, Uriah often became offended when someone in public 
would speak Spanish to her first: 
I used to be one of those people that when somebody got--somebody spoke to me 
in Spanish, I would get mad because I’m like “Why are you speaking to me in 
Spanish?  They know I speak English, right?”  I’d be like, “That’s so dumb.  They 
spoke to me in Spanish knowing I can speak English.” (Uriah, personal 
communication, February 4, 2020) 
As Uriah’s experiences grew in college, her thoughts about her languages and self 
also changed.  Uriah expressed that she now sees bilingualism as a valuable skill to have.  
She believes that because she lives in “America, and there are so many countries and 
ethnicities represented here,” she can speak Spanish wherever she wants.  Furthermore, 
when someone approaches her speaking Spanish first, she no longer gets upset; instead, 
she does not “shut them off” and feels proud that she can speak Spanish as well, or 
English if needed.  Overall, she “cherishes” her bilingualism and feels “proud of it.”  
More about Uriah’s college experiences will be explained in Emergent Theme 3.    
 After Ricky’s exchange with his 12th grade ethnic studies teacher regarding the 
language in his essay, he became aware of his language practices.  During his first three 
years of college, Ricky felt that he had “two different identities” in terms of his English 
language ability and his identity.  Whenever he felt he was struggling with writing, 
speaking certain vocabulary, or word pronunciation, he often referred to it as his “EL is 
coming out.”  As a result, he felt insecure in his collegiate studies and in his interactions 




“EL” will always be a part of him: 
I know I have an accent.  I know I have a... I can mispronounce a word here and 
there, but I do…. I do know that it's there, but it doesn’t stop me or it's not in the 
back of my head.  However, at times, where I can’t express myself or maybe if I 
get stuck in a word, I’m like “shoot,” you know?  I think, “Dang. Is my EL 
getting in the way?” (Ricky, personal communication, January 31, 2020)  
Reflecting on his life, Ricky shared that it is because of his bilingualism that he 
has been able to be an “asset” to his family, especially for his parents who do not speak 
any English.  Additionally, as a high school teacher, he stated that he is especially proud 
to be bilingual.  He shared, “I love the fact that I can help my students’ parents not only 
understand my class, but the campus culture.”   
 Oscar elucidated his ability to “put [himself] out there because that’s what has 
gotten [him] to where [he’s] at.”  Although he admitted to still being “conscious” about 
his English and Spanish fluency struggles, Oscar asserted that his “lack of hesitation” has 
to do more with his “knowledge base” about a subject rather than his language ability.  
Today, he feels that his thoughts are a “seamless transition from one language to the 
other,” and acknowledges that “bilingualism is a powerful tool.” 
 Likewise, Gail also shared that her language ability did not hold her back in 
situations; however, unlike Oscar, Gail stated that although she can express herself in 
English without worrying about her accent, she is still hesitant to share her knowledge 
about subjects.  She asserted, “Sometimes, I have the thoughts in my head, but when it's 
time to speak out, I don’t know if it's a problem of a language barrier or articulating my 




bilingual” because she likes knowing she can “help others who do have a language 
barrier.”  
Focus Group 1  
The concept of “being stuck in the middle” was mentioned in Focus Group 1 
when asked about their feelings or thoughts regarding their language practice.  While all 
participants expressed pride in their bilingualism, not all were proud of their current 
language practices.  For two participants, accent was and still is a concern that affects 
how they feel about themselves.  For example, Speaker 4 confessed that while he 
acknowledges his high bilingual proficiency, he does not like his accent: 
I do still have my accent...and that accent hasn’t gone away, so I struggle with 
that...I’m very conscious about it.  I don’t like it.  I don’t like it.  You know, if I 
had a choice of keeping it or not keeping it, I would go with not keeping it 
because I think my life would be a lot easier, but I don’t have a choice. (Speaker 
4, personal communication, February  
22, 2020) 
 Speakers 1 and 3 expressed that despite their academic accomplishments (all three 
hold Masters degrees), and despite their ability to communicate in two languages, they 
still feel that they are “never going to fit into either” (Speaker 3, personal communication, 
February 22, 2020) because they feel they have not mastered both languages or cultures: 
When I go to México, my Spanish is the worst.  You know, I speak like a non-
native.  They look at me like “Oh, you meant to say this?”  So you know, very 




That’s sometimes how it feels like.  SOS. (Speaker 3, personal communication, 
February 22, 2020) 
Speaker 1 shared a similar sentiment:  
I’m constantly like having to navigate those lines of when I put out there 
authentically who I am and when I have to scale back and like get work done, 
tight?  And also to ensure that I am meeting...that I am being the most authentic 
version of myself and also ensuring that I am doing what I need to do to get to a 
place where I am happy and feel successful.  So...it’s a constant fight...In 
meetings where I’m meeting with faculty, I can’t be...because then they’re going 
to start thinking less of me and because I’m already stigmatized as a young 
Latina...and they already assume that I know nothing and can’t contribute 
anything...I have to just scale that back a little bit and it sucks.  It shouldn’t be that 
way, but it is. (Speaker 1, personal communication, February 22, 2020) 
Focus Group 2 
The participants in Focus Group 2 all shared that they felt confident in their 
linguistic abilities, and therefore, feel secure about themselves as individuals, as 
Mexicans or Mexican-Americans, and feel secure in their jobs.  Furthermore, they all 
agreed that language and identity intersect with one another.  However, Speaker C 
elucidated that because he feels language is an integral part of him, and because his 
English is “much better” than his Spanish, he identifies more as a Chicano because he is 
“hella pocho1,” despite also identifying as “pretty paisa2.”  Furthermore, he also feels that  
 
1 Pocho: Americanized Mexican, or Mexican who has lost their culture. (Which largely 
refers to losing the Spanish.) (https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Pocho) 





he cannot say he is American because he is undocumented. 
Emergent Theme 3: The College Experience May Serve as a Place for 
Transformative Change 
 For this section, Emergent Theme 3 is defined through the common shared 
narratives found among the participants regarding their college experiences 
(undergraduate and graduate) and how these experiences influenced the way participants 
began to reconstruct or transform their identities, linguistic abilities, and racial and 
cultural perceptions.  However, several participants noted that while college was the 
place where they found community, the beginning of college was a challenging start.   
Personal Interviews 
 Anita, a woman from a migrant background, articulated that her initial college 
placement in “remedial coursework” only confirmed her thoughts about her English 
language skills.  She believed that she “was there for a reason,” because her “English is 
probably not great.”  Furthermore, despite having encouraging professor who offered 
positive feedback, Anita still had difficulty believing that she was improving in her 
English writing skills: 
I was very lucky that I got a professor that she was really--she would really 
encourage you...And I remember by the end she was like, “Oh, your writing has 
improved.”  So, it was, you know, the little things like that that make you feel 
like...maybe its improvement, but I feel like I still had it in the back of my head 
like “Is she lying to me? Is she trying to be nice?” (Anita, personal 




However, Anita claimed that being part of the College Assistance Migrant Program 
(CAMP) at her university helped change her “drastically.”  She asserted that she “learned 
how to be proud” of herself, her culture, and her Spanish language, “but not English.”  
She also shared that she received “hope” in herself because she got to have an English 
professor who was also Latino.  She explained that his critique and feedback over her 
work assured her that it was okay to “move forward” after mistakes.    
 Like Anita, Ricky experienced “doubt and self-doubt” to the point that he was 
“questioning [his] abilities” as a college student at one of northern California’s top 
universities in the University of California system.  During his first three years of college, 
Ricky “always [questioned]” himself, even when he passed a class with a B: 
It always messed with me. It did because it makes you think twice, and it makes 
you question.  It makes you doubt yourself and your ability to read and write all 
through college.  I... you know...struggled with that. (Ricky, personal 
communication, January 31, 2020) 
However, these feelings began to change for Ricky toward the end of his fourth year 
when he “felt very strong academically” and he finally understood that his struggle with 
college was not solely attributed by his language skills, but by his self-esteem and 
“[comfortability]” in his “own skin.”  He claimed his self-confidence increased when he 
began taking more Spanish and ethnic studies courses, and when he knew he wanted to 
become a teacher; more so, when he received the support of his Latino-based fraternity.   
 For Lisa, college provided the community she needed to “embrace” who she was.  
Before college, Lisa felt like she had to hide her Spanish language, but finding 




pride” for her culture and home language.  She asserted that college enabled her to see 
“bilingualism as an asset, not a disadvantage.”  In addition, Lisa shared that it is because 
of her positive college experience that she “developed a passion” to help others like 
herself--Mexican, English learner, and undocumented.”  Overall, while she views “ESL 
as equal to anyone else,” she remarked “It does not make anyone less intelligent, but I 
now know that it comes with disadvantages related to academics and other resources.”   
Similar to Lisa’s experience, Uriah also found college to be a “comfortable and... 
safe” place, where she identified with others: 
I felt like the people that I met were like people that were kind of like me and 
others that were not like me, but they were respectful of who I was and my 
identity and like my background...I felt like I was at that space where I can be 
myself.  I can be who I am... where I won’t be judged. (Uriah, personal 
communication, February 4, 2020) 
Uriah concluded that her college experience encouraged her to feel “empowered” in both 
her language abilities and in her identity as a Mexican-American woman.  She shared, “I 
can speak two languages, and that’s awesome.”    
Gail is another participant who described her college atmosphere as a place where 
she received “a lot of support” from her professors and fellow classmates.  While Gail 
mentioned she felt confident in her language ability before entering college, she also 
shared that she was not inclined to sharing her thoughts out loud with the class; however, 
now in her master’s program, Gail elucidated that she feels like she has “something worth 
contributing in the conversation.”  Furthermore, she explained that receiving positive 




Finally, although Allegra is still in her first year of college, she noted that she 
“already [feels] the difference” in how others treat her.  She explained that in her courses 
she feels “included” despite her language ability.  Nevertheless, she also clarified that she 
still feels nervous whenever she enters a class, and she still makes the conscious choice to 
only speak English when in school.   
Focus Group 1 
 For Focus Group 1, the conversation of how college affected participants’ lives 
and/or self-perceptions was not a saturated one.  Only two speakers briefly mentioned 
college as the place where they found their “identity and purpose” (Speaker 2, personal 
communication, February 22, 2020) or where they became “hyper-aware of language and 
identity” (Speaker 1, personal communication, February 22, 2020); however they did not 
go beyond these comments.  Additionally, the other participants did not respond or 
aggregate to these comments.     
Focus Group 2 
 College experiences were not shared in Focus Group 2.  There was only a brief 
mention by Speaker A about how he felt more confident in his language ability and about 
himself, but did not elaborate on the subject. 
Findings to Research Question 1-a 
 For this study, the researcher also inquired about participants’ behaviors related to 
their language and racial experiences and emotional internalizations.  For the purpose of 
this research, participant behavior will be referred to as manifestations.  In this section, 




primary categories: sense of identity and sense of belonging, language use, and racial 
perception.  
Manifestations of Sense of Identity and Sense of Belonging 
Early Dissociation of Culture and/or Language  
 Dissociating oneself from one’s home language or cultural background was a 
shared manifestation among participants who also revealed that they held negative 
perceptions about their home language and cultural backgrounds.   
Personal Interviews. For Lulu, because the general attitude toward Spanish 
speakers in middle school was negative--many of whom like herself were labeled as ELs-
-she separated herself from cultural acts, such as speaking Spanish in school or listening 
to Mexican music.  Recalling a past emotion, she detailed, “I don’t want to be Mexican.  I 
don’t want to listen to music, I don’t want to speak a lot of Spanish.”  However, after her 
encounter with her grandparents in Mexico, Lulu confessed that her “shame” from not 
knowing Spanish in Mexico encouraged her to be proud of her own bilingualism in the 
United States.      
Likewise, Lisa also dissociated herself from the Spanish language by hiding her 
bilingual ability from friends in middle school and high school.  She refused to speak 
Spanish in school because she related this behavior to poor academic performance and 
mistrust among the teachers.  This did not change for Lisa until her perception of 
Mexican Spanish speakers changed while in college.   
Similar to Lulu and Lisa, Allegra also disconnected herself from Spanish in 
school.  Still in her first year of college, Allegra disclosed that she believes that her home 




someone hears her accent, then he/she might think she “doesn’t belong in the class,” even 
though she knows she is “doing more better” than she perceives.     
 Focus Group 1. In Focus Group 1, only two participants shared their feelings and  
manifestations of language and/or cultural dissociation.  The other participants did not 
identify behaviors related to cultural or linguistic separation, isolation, or dissociation.  
Speaker 2 briefly stated that because he had “internalized the stigma and negative 
EL experiences,” he created a divide between himself and other Mexican students.  This 
manifestation involved not speaking Spanish and not carrying Mexican artifacts that he 
believed were associated with negative stereotypes, such as the Mexican flag or Aztec 
calendar.   
For Speaker 3, dissociation presently occurs when she is at her job site.  She 
shared that because she still feels insecure about her English skills and about how others 
will react to them, she does “not want to be associated with being Mexican.”  As a result, 
she expressed that she anglicizes her name as and her daughter’s name to non-Spanish 
speakers.   
Focus Group 2. Participants in Focus Group 2 did not share any feelings or 
thoughts related to the act of dissociation or separation of one’s home language or 
culture.  All stated that they were proud of their Mexican heritage and of the Spanish 
language.   
Inserting Oneself into Wanted and Unwanted Spaces  
Inserting oneself in a physical or emotional space as either an intentional or 
unintentional practice was found among participants as a manifestation of their sense of 




Personal Interviews.  In her personal interview, Uriah described how when she 
was in college, she would intentionally place herself in a space where she was 
“welcomed.”  For example, she shared that whenever she entered a college course full of 
predominantly White students, she tried to find a space where she would feel 
comfortable: 
I try to go to where there's somebody that looks kind of like me, that’s a person of 
color…. because I am Hispanic or Latino and I do know another language and I 
do know that I am considered a minority, then I try not to put myself in those 
spaces. (Uriah, personal communication, February 4, 2020)  
For Ricky, his early sense of identity in college played a role during most of his 
undergraduate college years.  He elucidated that because he “doubted himself,” this 
resulted in poor academic choices: 
It consisted of being on academic probation.  It consisted of not knowing what I 
was going to study.  It consisted of not taking the right classes...if even college 
was for me.  And it would always go back to “Maybe I’m not smart enough; I 
can’t even write this paper.”  It goes back to testing to---below the first year 
English class that I thought I should’ve been in. (Ricky, personal communication, 
January 31, 2020) 
However, once Ricky felt “comfortable” in his “own skin,” he expressed that his 
behavior in school changed.  He sought advice from his counselor; he “would ask 
questions” and would “participate” in his classes.  Furthermore, he noted that his 
confidence allowed him to pursue a teaching credential and a master’s degree.      




“only speak English in front of them.  She admitted that they did not know she spoke 
Spanish “for a long time.”  Asserting that she “operated out of fear,” Lisa felt the need to 
create a new image of herself, a version that did not include any Spanish-speaking at 
school in front of teachers and peers.  As a result, she did not hang out with students like 
herself.  However, when she “embraced” who she was, Lisa went into a career in human 
resources when she now purposely inserts herself into situations that require her 
assistance in Spanish.  She explained, “I have a needed skill, and if someone needs that 
skill, then I belong there.”  Furthermore, her “developed sense of pride” encourages her 
to speak Spanish more openly in public spaces. 
 For Allegra, her intentional insertion in her school space includes telling 
professors that she is “ELD” so “they can understand” her needs as a language learner.  
While she shared that she is confident in her overall ability to be successful, she is still 
fearful that her language proficiency level may be a “barrier between receiving an A and 
a B.”  Nevertheless, she maintained that she is “willing to ask all of the necessary 
questions” when she does not understand something in the moment.     
 Focus Group 1. Multiple ways of inserting oneself were shared in Focus Group 
1.  Speaker 3 stated that her manifestation of inserting her identity or sense of belonging 
came in the form navigating her daughter’s early language experiences in school.  
Additionally, she also expressed that when she sits to do homework with her daughter, 
she constantly finds herself “over-correcting her pronunciation of words,” so that she 
does not “suffer the way” her mother did.   
 For Speaker 2, his sense of belonging is inserted when he verbally “defends” 




According to Speaker 2, this “happens often” and that when he says, “I’m here because I 
belong...because I deserve it...because I fought my way through.”   
Speaker 4, on the other hand, does not defend his position or placement through 
words, but rather through expression of fashion.  He stated that he purposely wears 
“untraditional attire to work” in order to break stereotypes about his “people.”  
Specifically, he said he wears “snapbacks and Jordans” when he teaches, and chooses to 
wear a hat and t-shirt for his faculty photos.      
 Focus Group 2. Speaker A and Speaker C stated that they were intentional about  
inserting who they are in several spaces, so as to demonstrate cultural and linguistic 
pride.  Speaker A expressed that because he is the “only Latino in the math department, 
the only bilingual one in the math department,” he purposely listens to banda, mariachi, 
country, hip-hop, classical, jazz, and “just everything” because that is who [he is.  
Speaker C said he intentionally “[canvasses] in Republican neighborhoods” to support 
immigration reform.  In addition, he wears apparel that supports immigration reform.  
Finally, as another form of inserting himself in White spaces, Speaker C asserted that he 
“sometimes, purposefully, bumps...Spanish music in White neighborhoods just to say, 
‘hi.’”  
Self-talk  
The act of self-talk became a powerful tool for many of the participants during 
their higher education journeys, as well as in their current schooling and/or professional 
spaces.  Participants informed the researcher that they daily remind themselves that they 
belong in their spaces of work and/or school because they have worked hard to be there, 




Personal Interviews. Lulu shared that she began the act of self-talk in high 
school after she visited her grandparents in Mexico before her tenth grade year in high 
school.  She explained her past thoughts, “I should be proud of this, you know? I am 
Mexican.  I should be speaking Spanish.”  Even now, when she is doubting her language 
skills, she often tells herself, “Look--you know what you’re doing, even if you have a 
couple mistakes here and there.  It happens.  It’s normal.”  Additionally, she explained 
that she coaches herself to “relax” in moments that heighten her anxiety about language 
communication and/or content-knowledge.   
Oscar also communicated that he, too, finds himself reassuring himself during 
moments of insecurity or spaces of negativity from others.  He expressed that despite his 
language learning experience, undocumented status, and coming from a low-income 
background, he often encourages himself by saying, “Hey!  You know what?  It doesn’t 
matter where you start.  It matters where you finish.”  Furthermore, Oscar shared that his 
confidence allows him to know where he stands and have a “very strong character.”  He 
explained that in moments where he feels others are trying to “walk all over” him, he tells 
himself, “No no no no.  You are going to stand up for yourself.  You know the struggle 
and you know the value in that struggle.”    
For Anita, negative and positive self-talk is present in her life.  Although she feels 
“proud and accomplished of everything” she has done in her academic journey, she stated 
that she “shames” herself and puts herself down for “messing up in one word or a 
sentence or not being able to read a word.”  However, she also asserted that in the 
moments where she shames herself, she counters it by saying, “Okay.  Why did you put 




far you’ve come.” 
Focus Group 1. In Focus Group 1, the act of self-talk as coping mechanism was a 
saturated topic throughout the conversation.  All of the participants mentioned some form 
of self-coaching, self-critique, or self-praising.  Furthermore, manifestations of self-talk 
seemed to occur during college and while at work.  Speaker 3 shared that when she 
entered the university, she would often tell herself, “See. I don’t belong here. I can’t even 
communicate myself.  I don’t know what I’m saying.”  Presently, she continues to speak 
to herself during moments where she is required to communicate in writing, stating, “It 
doesn’t sound White.”  Other participants shared these thoughts as well.  Speaker 1 has to 
remind herself that she is “worthy of the things” she has accomplished, especially when 
she is at work, surrounded by “a lot of White folks.”  Ultimately, all participants agreed 
that self-talk is a necessary practice in order to everyday “internal and external battles” 
(Speaker 2, personal communication, February 22, 2020). 
Focus Group 2. This group of participants did not mention any forms of self-talk.  
Manifestations of Language Use 
Accessing Linguistic Capital  
 Language preparation was a manifestation found across participant narratives.  It  
is seen as a practice for accessing the linguistic capital needed to engage with their 
respective audiences.  Preparation occurred in various environments, such as college 
courses, work-related meetings, phone calls, face-to-face interactions, and social 
gatherings.  This type of preparation includes rehearsals, rewrites, rereads, and attending 




 Personal Interviews. Anita said that because she likes to know what she is going 
to say in either academic, work, or formal social settings, she spends much time “thinking 
ahead,” so as to make sure she has the “right words.”  With regards to work phone calls 
or work interactions, she stated she feels the need to “dialogue” in her head before 
contacting clients.  When asked why she does this preparation, she reported being 
shamed in her past interactions: 
Because of experiences I’ve had.  For example, when I... instead of saying “Oh, 
my arm hurt,” I said, “It hurted” because I was trying to say it in past tense.  I feel 
like because of those experiences, I am more careful about the things I say...it 
sounds funny, but I feel like experiences...the ones that I’ve had feel like they just 
make you be that way...so you don’t go through that shame again. (Anita, 
personal communication, March 18, 2020) 
 Similarly, Allegra also spends time preparing the language she intends to use in 
her college classes.  She shared that she feels that she needs to “spend even more time 
than a person who is already spoke English” because she no longer has an English test to 
tell her “what English she should be in.”  Like Anita, Allegra admitted to creating a 
“mental map” of the content and words before walking into a class.  She shared, “I want 
to make sure I get everything, and I do express myself in a correct way, and I do get the 
answer that I need, and to ask the right questions.”  She also responded that such 
preparation is “a lot of work,” but she is committed to her success.  She acknowledges 
that she is still learning English, but because school is no longer “telling” her her level of 
proficiency, learning English has become her “own journey.”  At the end of the day, she 




 For Gail, language preparation is needed whenever she feels she is going to 
engage in social or informal conversations with co-workers or friends.  She noted that 
while she feels more comfortable and confident in her academic language proficiency, 
she does not feel the same when it comes to having non-academic conversations because 
they were not present in school.  As a result, she explained that she watches the American 
television show, The Office.  She believes that watching the show has been helping her 
“catch regular American phrases, words, and jokes” that she hears at work or social 
gatherings.   
For participants Oscar, Ricky, and Lulu, language preparation comes in the form 
of finding synonyms to replace words they feel are “too basic” for academic and formal 
environments or synonyms for words they feel they cannot pronounce “correctly or like a 
native English speaker” (Lulu, personal communication, January 28, 2020).           
Focus Group 1. Focus Group 1 did not talk about how they prepare for meetings 
or encounters with individuals; rather, they focused on how they deal with their thoughts 
or emotions while in the moment.   
Focus Group 2. Focus Group 2 also did not share any comments about whether 
or not they linguistically prepare themselves for English interactions. 
Manifestations of Racial and Language Perception 
Experiences Influence Perceptions and/or Actions Towards Own Community 
 In this section, comments regarding feelings, thoughts, and/or actions towards 
members of their own language and cultural communities were considered.  
Personal Interviews. Given her recent negative high school experiences with 




supportive.”  She explained that while she was trying to excel in her language proficiency 
and academic studies, her ELD classmates “questioned and criticized” her motives rather 
than support her.  She believes that “as a community...we try to drag people instead of 
helping.”  Hence, she feels “comfortable with more American people than with actually 
Latino” because “White people are more like, ‘Let me help you so you go more up.’” 
For Lulu, language and cultural appreciation takes place in her classroom.  As a 
high school math teacher, she expressed that she “speaks Spanish whenever or wherever” 
she wants.  She intentionally lets her students know that she listens to Spanish music and 
goes to “bailes3.”  Furthermore, she plays “banda in the classroom” and “[speaks] 
Spanish in class to students who speak Spanish.”  Ultimately, she believes that her 
presence as a Mexican, Spanish-speaking woman in a professional career is “important 
for Latino students to see.” 
 Similar to Lulu, Uriah also feels that her ability to speak Spanish is pertinent to 
the members of the Latinx community who do not speak English: 
I love to help people that don’t know how to speak English and then I’m able to 
translate for them...if I see someone that doesn’t know how to speak English and 
they’re speaking to someone that doesn’t speak Spanish and can’t understand or 
communicate, then I’ll put myself in that--I’ll insert myself in that situation...I 
can’t imagine what it's like for someone to be in a space where they can’t speak 
English and not have anyone that they can speak to. (Uriah, personal 
communication, February 4, 2020)  
 
3 Bailes: : DANCE : a social gathering for dancing; specifically : one at which Spanish or 




Her experiences of helping fellow Latinx community members have encouraged Uriah to 
“appreciate [her] language more,” as well as her cultural heritage and traditions.  
Additionally, she stated that her experiences helped her realize that “some people are 
just...going through different things every day and they might just need someone to help 
them out for that little bit.”  
 Lisa also expressed that she is “most happy” in helping others, especially when 
she uses her bilingual ability to “help those who don’t speak English.”  Her overall 
experiences with school and work have allowed her to recognize that “our community 
has many more opportunities, even though there’s still a long road ahead.”  
Gail’s perception about others like herself changed when she visited her country 
of origin, El Salvador.  She explained that her visit changed her “thinking towards the 
Latino community, especially the immigrant community.”  Before, she believed that 
immigrants were “here to work really hard...expected...to live like low-income 
[families];” that it was “normal.”  However, between visiting El Salvador and learning 
about immigrant history and political movements in her graduate program, she now 
believes that immigrants, specifically “Latino immigrants” are “trying to speak up and 
make [their] voices heard.”  Moreover, she stated that everyone has the same rights, 
“even if we’re not from here.” 
Oscar’s personal struggle with language, legal status, and economic barriers have 
driven him to “understand where people are coming from.”  Being Mexican himself, and 
having come to the United States at fifteen years old, he knows that the Latinx 
community faces “a lot of inequity and a lot of obstacles.”  However, he also expressed 




counterparts because of that struggle.”  Furthermore, he believes that despite being faced 
with struggles of accent or those that come from being a person of color, success is still 
attainable: 
I definitely believe that our Latino community has a lot to offer.  We just need an  
opportunity and that as a Latino community, we need to continue to open, if not 
doors, windows for one another...to basically sneak in, right?  Because we’re not 
the norm, we’re the exceptions, and we have to change that. (Oscar, personal 
communication, February 20, 2020) 
 Understanding the struggle is what “propels” Oscar to do a little more for the 
Latinx community.  He asserted that he is “not hesitant to lend a hand to others,” whether 
it be through words of encouragement or money.  In addition, he intentionally puts 
himself “out there,” not for himself, but so that “others can be encouraged to also pursue 
their dreams.”  Overall, Oscar makes sure to tell members of the Latinx community that 
“they are not alone and that they are not walking by themselves...even with an accent, 
your voice and your opinion matters.”     
 Focus Group 1. There was a mixed reaction among participants in Focus Group 1 
with regards to racial and language perception about people in the Mexican-American 
community.  For example, Speakers 1, 3, and 4 shared similar thoughts about the 
community being judgmental, holding double-standards concerning language, and being 
guilty of perpetuating stereotypes about Mexicans (Focus Group 1, personal 
communication, February 22, 2020):   
Speaker 1: There is a lot of policing of how we carry out identity within our  




quien sabe como se identifica like how they truly feel about their  
own values...makes me feel perplexed about like how I should feel 
about myself being too Mexican or being too American... 
Sometimes I can internalize it even more than when its coming 
from White folds that just sometimes outwardly don’t like Latino 
people...that’s when I’m just like “Damn, I can never win out 
here.”  
Speaker 2: This makes me think of that part in Selena when--it's hard to be  
both. 
Speaker 3: It's more like an earned status. 
Speaker 2: Yeah. Like when you’re fluent in English, you can be proud of  
being Mexican because nobody’s going to take that against you, 
but when you’re not fluent in English and you’re Mexican, it was 
like a minus-minus, you know? Not plus-plus...It's a win-
win...fluent English-rich history.  When I saw rich history-not 
fluent, maybe it's not a good combo to come out as Mexican, you 
know?  
Speaker 3 specifically made a comment about how he believes Mexican-
Americans who publicly display their Mexican pride through flags, Aztec calendars, and 
other Mexican artifacts actually “[perpetuate] a stereotype that is not really reflective” of 
the Mexican people.  Furthermore, he stated that such acts create “conflict” because he 





Speaker 2, on the other hand, feels that Mexicans and Mexican-Americans have 
the right to publicly display their pride in culture and language as a way to “[make] up for 
the oppression of the Mexican people.”  Additionally, he asserted that because such pride 
has been perceived as “bad,” he feels that the Mexican people have the right to “throw it 
in your face.”  
Regardless of how participants feel, they all expressed that when there is someone 
in need of their bilingual skills, they step in to help him/her.  Speaker 2 claimed that he 
specifically creates a space in his classroom that is welcoming and inclusive of all 
cultures: 
I feel it's important for young people to see that. Right?...We teach our people, 
“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” but it's easier said than done...But, like, I just 
feel, you know, as a teacher in a classroom, like teaching my SDAIE or EL 
students...like, with the Mexican flag and the cultural things, you know, the Aztec 
calendar...shows them I’m proud, so they can be proud of themselves, too. 
(Speaker 2, personal communication, February 22, 2020) 
Focus Group 2.  Given that all the participants in this focus group work in 
education (two as teachers and the other as a high school-to-college mentor/advocate), 
Focus Group 2 had the unique conversation about how their perceptions and actions 
towards members of their communities were mainly targeted for EL-labeled students, 
specifically Latinx EL-labeled students.  For Speaker A, because he teaches Spanish for 
Spanish speakers courses, and usually receives all levels of El-labeled students in his 




is still attainable.  He stated that he often “let’s students know that [he] identifies with 
them because [he] was one of them.”   
For Speaker B, being the only Latino, bilingual-speaking male in his department 
means that he feels the “responsibility in the classroom with students...showing them that 
it's okay to listen and learn about other cultures and where they come from and their 
stories.”  He feels that being his “authentic self will encourage them to be their authentic 
selves.” 
Speaker C shared that because he is the only bilingual-speaker at his job, he often 
gets Spanish-speaking families.  As a result, he also plays music that students can identify 
with and he speaks Spanglish (the simultaneous use of Spanish and English), so that they, 
too, feel “at home and welcomed.”  
When asked why they focus all of their efforts towards Latinx EL-labeled 
students, they all expressed agreement in Speaker B’s comment:   
When you were growing up, you felt it.  I feel like, at times, we’re not as 
important.  We’re seen as less-than and if there’s a program that gets affected or 
cut, the first ones are the ELs because there’s no people advocating for it.  Parents 
aren’t going to call the school district.  Parents aren’t going to call the school to 
complain, you know?...And I think EL, if you ask a lot of teachers, they don’t 
even know what’s going on with their program or how it works or who’s 
responsible and how they’re supposed to get out the [finger quotes] “label” or 





Ultimately, because these participants feel that EL-labeled students are part of “hidden 
programs,” (Speaker C, personal communication, March 14, 2020) they need “people 
who have been there and have succeeded to advocate for them” (Speaker A, personal 
communication, March 14, 2020).   
Summary of the Findings 
This study aimed to investigate the emotional internalizations and manifestations 
that adult Latinx individuals may or may not have as an effect from being labeled an 
English Learner (EL) in their K-12 education.  The findings of this qualitative research 
demonstrated that Latinx adults who were labeled as ELs in their K-12 education not only 
experience emotional internalizations related to the EL label, but they also manifest these 
internalizations in various ways and in multiple spaces of their lives.  Although 
participants provided data that suggested that these emotional internalizations and 
manifestations occur at different moments of their lives, emergent themes in the data 
suggested that Latinx, EL-labeled students are internally affected by their schooling 
experiences, and that these internal effects may stay with them through adulthood. 
All participants, both from the personal interviews and the focus groups, 
expressed negative and positive feelings related to their K-12 schooling experiences.  
They spoke about how these experiences not only influenced how they felt/feel about 
themselves, but also about how they believed others felt/feel about them and others alike.  
Feelings of isolation, anxiety, fear, insecurity, and self-doubt were emotions among 
participants.  However, one participant, Allegra, mentioned that the label and her 




student without the label, she feels that she needs to tell professors and classmates that 
she is an English learner in order to attain what she academically needs.   
In terms of how participants feel or think about their language and the self 
(identity and culture), they shared how their experiences influenced the way they 
perceive their English and Spanish linguistic skills and bilingualism, and how these 
conceptions affect their identity.  While all participants confirmed a pride for their 
bilingualism, not all felt that their linguistic experiences and ability were a positive 
characteristic of themselves.  For two participants, accent still affects how they feel about 
themselves.  Both expressed that they are very conscious about it, and how they wish 
they did not have it.  Two other participants shared that their linguistic skills make them 
feel like they are “stuck in the middle” of both languages and both cultures. 
Six of the eight participants from personal interviews indicated that college was 
the space where they felt their perceptions about themselves in terms of language and 
culture begin to change.  They expressed that college helped them become more 
confident in themselves and more confident in their English language skills.  
Furthermore, all six participants mentioned that college was the space where they finally 
found community among students who shared similar linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds; a sense of community that encouraged them to feel proud of their home 
language and cultural background. 
Moving beyond internalized emotions, participants in this study discussed how 
their negative and positive internalizations about their identity, sense of belonging, 




In terms of manifestations of sense of identity and sense of belonging, three 
common behaviors were found among participants: the act of cultural and linguistic 
dissociation, the physical insertion of oneself into spaces, and the act of self-talk.  Five 
participants expressed that at some point in their lives, they purposely separated 
themselves from cultural ties and/or the Spanish language for fear of judgment.  Next, 
eight participants communicated that because of how they perceived their culture and 
language at a particular time, they inserted themselves into situations that either made 
them feel safe or prideful.  One participant shared that because his first three years of 
college were filled with insecurities, and as a result, he unintentionally placed himself on 
academic probation.  Finally, three personal interview participants and all of Focus Group 
1 mentioned that they use self-talk as a “coping mechanism” (Speaker 3, Focus Group 1, 
personal communication, February 22, 2020) to remind themselves that they belong in 
their spaces of school and work.   
For manifestations of language use, linguistic preparation as a tool was found 
among participants because of insecurities associated with English.  Six participants 
noted that they prepare their English language use before classes or meetings (in-person, 
phone, or video chat) through rehearsals, rewrites, rereads, or through use of office hours 
with professors.  They all concluded that this action helps them evade embarrassment 
because they want to express their ideas correctly. 
Finally, in terms of manifestations of racial and language perception, it was 
observed that participants’ experiences influenced their perceptions and behaviors 
towards members of their own language and cultural communities.  All participants 




while others had negative or mixed feelings.  One participant assured that her people are 
not supportive of each other.  Two participants elucidated that people like them will 
always be stuck between either feeling too Mexican among Americans or too American 
among Mexicans.  All other participants said they are proud of their communities because 
of how hard-working and how successful they are despite challenges and struggles with 
language, legal status, and economic status.  As a result, they find ways to help Latinx 
community members through bilingual assistance, words of encouragement, and/or 
academic assistance.   
Overall, negative and positive internalizations associated with EL-labeled 
experiences made an impact on individuals’ lives as demonstrated by participants of this 
study.  Furthermore, this study elucidated that participants manifested these emotional 
internalizations through behaviors at different phases in their lives.  The following 
chapter will discuss the emergent themes and manifestations as they relate with the 







SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Overview 
 This chapter consists of six sections.  The first section summarizes previous 
chapters and restates the need, purpose, conceptual framework, and methodology that 
were detailed in Chapters I and III.  The second section discusses the findings from 
Chapter IV in relation the study’s research questions and the review of literature in 
Chapter II.  The third section draws on conclusions from the study’s findings.  The fourth 
section offers implications for future practice.  The fifth section also offers 
recommendations for future research.  Section six includes the researchers closing 
remarks regarding the entirety of this study.  
Summary of the Study 
 Currently, the English learner (EL) label is found in almost every school as a way 
to identify students whose home language is a language other than English (Linse, 2013).  
Unfortunately, many studies have elucidated the problematic implications and academic 
consequences associated with such a label (Alim et al., 2016; Callahan, 2005; Flores & 
Rosa, 2016; Flores & Rosa, 2019; Kim & Garcia, 2014; Kleyn & Menken, 2015; Menken 
& Kleyn, 2009; Olsen, 2010; Shapiro, 2014; Umansky et al., 2015).  Rather than perceive 
the linguistic skills of EL-classified students as “rich” and “dynamic,” they are perceived 
as “lacking” (Martínez, 2018, p. 515).  However, Martínez (2018) argues that the ability 
to speak more than one language is “typical human behavior” (p. 515); therefore, being 




standardization” (Ellis, 2007) that is prevalent in the United States, labeled students are 
not seen as part of the dominant linguistic narrative; rather, they are marked for their 
deviation from the monolingual norm (Martínez, 2018). 
With the racialized rhetoric that has surrounded the EL label, a deficit model 
approach and negative perceptions have inevitably been associated with learners under 
this label (Linse, 2013).  Given that research has strongly argued the correlation between 
labeling, academic performance, identity construction, and self-concept (Alim et al., 
2016; Crump, 2014; Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005; Hall 2012; Hill, 1998; Link et al., 1989; 
Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010; Umanksy et al., 2015; Vollmer, 2000), a critical analysis 
and reflection was needed to investigate how this narrative may be internalized in the 
learners themselves.  
Although educational policies that have targeted the EL-labeled population have 
been considered and made over the last decade, statistics continue to indicate that these 
governmental moves have not been enough to make significant strides toward academic 
success; this is especially true for Latinx students (CDE; Sugarman & Geary, 2015; 
Olsen, 2010; PPIC, 2018; Umansky et al., 2015).  It seems that what the California 
Department of Education and law and policy makers have failed to recognize is the 
emotional implications the EL label may have on its recipients, and how these emotional 
internalizations not only affect their academic success, but also affect their identity 
construction and self-concept. 
Ultimately, this research suggests that students who are often labeled as ELs will 
internalize stereotypes and stigma as negative feelings about their academic identities, 




2006; Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010; Umanksy, 2016; Vollmer, 2000).  Additionally, 
studies, including this one, have demonstrated repeatedly that EL-classified students are 
often isolated from peers and not given sufficient opportunities to take rigorous and 
challenging coursework (Umanksy, 2016).  Therefore, when coupling the possible 
negative emotional internalizations with the lack of educational opportunity, it is no 
surprise that statistics related to this population of students are low and unchanging.  
While many studies have illuminated the statistics of academic achievement for these 
students, a study is needed to narrate the emotional effects such a label may have on 
learners, not just while they are in school, but also as they navigate adulthood. 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the emotional 
internalizations that adult Latinx individuals maintain as an effect from being labeled an 
English Learner in their education through the conceptual lens of critical race theory 
(Latino critical theory and critical language and race theory) and the modified labeling 
theory.  Additionally, this study also sought to investigate how these internalizations are 
manifested in their lives with regard to their sense of identity, sense of belonging, 
language use, and racial perception.  Data were collected through eight personal 
interviews and two focus groups.  Participants were all identified as Latinx adults who 
were labeled as ELs in their K-12 education in the United States.  The data were collected 
and arranged according to the following research question: 
1. What social-psychological internalizations do Latinx adults experience as a result 
from having the English Learner label as their K-12 identifier? 
a. How do these internalizations manifest in their sense of identity, sense of 




After the data were coded, three themes emerged in response to the main research 
question regarding participants’ emotional internalizations: (1) K-12 school community 
perception about “EL” students affects the self, (2) feelings about language influence 
feelings about the self, and (3) college as a transformative space.  All participants 
expressed positive and negative feelings related to the EL label, as well as how their 
feelings affected their sense of identity, choices in language use, and the way they 
perceive their culture and language.  Furthermore, despite having college degrees (all but 
one), participants revealed that their negative feelings about language stayed with them 
well after high school graduation, and for some, they are still present.  Ultimately, 
although participant narratives presented data that suggest social-psychological 
internalizations and manifestations occur at various points in their lives, the data also 
demonstrate that Latinx EL-labeled individuals are internally and externally affected by 
the stigma and stereotypes associated with the EL label, as well as by the stigma and 
stereotypes associated to the Latinx community.  Not only did the data elucidate that 
participants’ identity and sense of belonging are affected by the EL label, but it also 
revealed that participants will manifest their feelings according to how they feel or how 
they believe others feel in particular moments in time about them.          
Discussion 
Research Question 1: Based on narratives, what social-psychological 
internalizations do Latinx adults experience as a result from having the English 
Learner label as their K-12 identifier? 
 Research question 1 explored the social-psychological internalizations of Latinx 




K-12 educational journey.  The concept of social-psychological internalization was used 
to determine how participants’ behavior was/is influenced by other people and the “EL” 
context, and “how these characteristics, beliefs, feelings, or attitudes of other individuals 
or groups are assimilated into the self and adopted as one’s own” (APA Dictionary of 
Psychology). 
K-12 Perceptions about EL-labeled Students Does Have an Effect on the Self Beyond 
High School 
Hall (2012) argues that history predisposes individuals to behave in a particular 
way; therefore, the K-12 experiences participants endured are considered as meaningful, 
historical accounts that influenced and continue to influence participant behaviors and 
self-concept.  The data revealed that all participants, including those in the focus groups, 
were affected by their EL experiences; this includes interactions with teachers and peers, 
coursework curriculum, and the overall school culture and attitudes towards EL-labeled 
students and Latinx students.  All but one participant felt that the negative inward and 
outward perception of the EL label derived from how they believed teachers and peers 
perceived and interacted with students identified as ELs.  One participant attended an 
international high school, where all of the students are immigrants and most are language 
learners; therefore, she did not have negative perceptions about students being labeled 
EL.     
Previous literature supports the notion that students who are labeled EL not only 
endure educational inequity (Umansky, 2016), but they experience a linguistic 
construction that can affect their confidence, motivation, sense of value and sense of 




participant stated that because her school community’s attitude toward the EL-labeled 
community was negative and dismissive, she internalized the anxiety and “fear of being 
judged” for her bilingual ability, and as a result, she not only evaded interactions with 
teachers, she avoided speaking Spanish altogether (Lulu, personal communication, 
January 28, 2020).  For another participant, the clear division between EL-classified 
students and unlabeled students made her feel she had both a “language barrier [and] a 
knowledge barrier” (Lisa, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  She not only “felt 
down” about herself for being an EL and for being Mexican, but she also “felt alone” 
(Lisa, personal communication, January 27, 2020).   
Similar cases were found across various participants, in which they, too, 
experienced feelings of insecurity, doubt, and little sense of value and belonging.  Two 
participants disclosed feeling “not smart enough” or “good enough” because of their EL 
status.  Furthermore, other comments consisted of, “negative image” and “lower 
academically.”  Cook (1999) argues that because the EL label constitutes an assumed 
language deficiency, speakers ascribed this label are most likely perceived as “deficient 
native [speakers]” (p. 185).  Eventually, this self-deficient ideology has the probability to 
manifest itself as negative self-concepts, intellectual ability, and academic achievement 
(Dabach, 2014; Link et al., 1989; Link & Phelan, 2006; Rouse, 1988; Skopalová, 2010; 
Umansky, 2016; Vollmer, 2000).  For the participants of this study, a self-deficient 
ideology was internalized, and in turn, created social, intellectual, and linguistic 
“boundaries” between themselves and others (Dabach, 2014, p. 99)     
  Ultimately, participant narratives about their K-12 experiences with regards to 




and discrimination influence identity construction (Link et al., 1989).  Given that 
“schools are the second most important institution and agent of socialization” 
(Skopalová, 2010), findings of this study indicate that participants internalized the stigma 
and stereotypes attached to the EL label.  Link et al. (1989) maintain that “individuals 
internalize societal conceptions of what it means to be labeled mentally ill” (p. 402); 
therefore, employing Link et al.’s (1989) argument, results suggest that participants 
internalized what it meant to be an EL in school-- “dismissed,” “afraid,”  
“insecure,” doubtful of their linguistic abilities, and racialized.  
Being Racialized on the Basis of Language  
Step 2 of Link et al.’s (1989) modified labeling theory suggests that the labeled 
individual is convinced that stereotypical attributes and existing stigma associated with 
the label must also be part of the individual’s identity construction.  Therefore, the 
question one must ask is what stereotypical attributes and existing stigma are associated 
with the EL label?  In this study, participants not only encountered and internalized 
stereotypes and stigma associated with the EL label, but they also experienced 
stereotypes and stigma associated with being Latinx interchangeably.  In other words, 
participants discussed their internalizations about being an “English Learner” through 
what seems to be inseparable race and language contexts.  This supports the argument 
that the EL label is problematic because it highlights the intersection of race and language 
(Kubota & Lin, 2006).  “EL” not only signifies a person learning English, but it also 
signifies someone as non-White (Kubota & Lin, 2006); thus, elucidating the racial 
dichotomy between native speaker and nonnative speaker, or rather White (elite) and 




what it means to be a non-White/nonnative speaker around European epistemologies 
embedded in the American school system, it often means less-than, inferior, deficient, 
linguistically handicapped, limited, and deviant--all of which have the high plausibility of 
negatively influencing linguistic identity, ethnic identity, and social identity (Dabach, 
2014; Ellis, 2007; Flores & Rosa, 2019; Kubota & Lin, 2006; Martínez, 2018; Vollmer, 
2000).         
As far as Ricky is concerned, his writing/language in a 12th grade ethnic studies 
class was racialized when the teacher said he “needed to sound more White” (personal 
communication, January 31, 2020).  Rather than target his writing skills in a non-
racialized manner (e.g. commenting on his syntax, vocabulary, grammar, organization, 
etc.), the teacher’s note is indicative that she read the paper as non-White or not White 
enough.  Although the underlying intentions of this teacher’s comment is unknown, it is 
clear that the comment impacted Ricky’s linguistic identity.  He expressed that when he 
heard the comment, he thought, “she could hear my EL; that she could hear I’m a first-
generation Mexican” (personal communication, January 31, 2020).  Therefore, needing to 
sound “more White” implies that he equated this racialized suggestion to his linguistic 
skill.  Although he confirmed that he later understood what the teacher wanted from him, 
such as “correct grammar or more academic language,” it is disheartening to know that 
this is a moment that Ricky equated standardized grammar and vocabulary to sounding 
White; thus, forcibly leading him to believe that anything that sounds grammatically 
correct or uses academic language is a White voice and not his own.  
If sounding “more White” equates to the standard, acceptable language in school, 




especially those who are labeled in school as English Learners?  What does it mean for 
non-Latinx individuals?  While the responses to these questions are outside of the scope 
of this research, one participant did share her thoughts on what it means to be 
linguistically and racially entwined, and how it may be interpreted: 
When you’re fluent in English, you can be proud of being Mexican because 
nobody’s going to take that against you, but when you’re not fluent in English and 
you’re Mexican, it was like a minus-minus, you know? Not plus-plus.  It's a win-
win...fluent English-rich history.  When I saw rich history-not fluent, maybe it's 
not a good combo to come out as Mexican, you know? (Speaker 3, Focus Group 
1, February 22, 2020) 
For this participant, it seems that the boundary between who gets to be (openly) proud of 
their race and culture and who does not, lies heavily on the level of English fluency.  In 
other words, it seems that when a non-White individual speaks or sounds like a White 
person, then he/she is less likely to be questioned about markers indicating cultural pride; 
one can proudly “come out” as Mexican or Salvadoran or Guatemalan.  However, when 
the White linguistic capital of individuals is not considered fluent, then “who [they] are, 
who [they] think others are, and who others think [they] are” will affect identity, 
language use, and communicative activities (Hall, 2012, p. 33).  For this participant, it 
appears that the EL label only exemplified the boundary between which ‘racialized 
populations’ (Rosa, 2016) can be either “celebrated or stigmatized,” even when markers 
of “abject foreignness” are present (i.e. accent, languages other than English) (Rosa, 




Looking at these events through the lens of critical language and race theory 
(LangCrit), one might suggest that such experiences place language as a social activity, 
rather than as a system (Crump, 2014).  In other words, the use of language from 
racialized or minoritized speakers may produce and maintain social and political 
boundaries around the languages (Crump, 2014).  Where did Speaker 3 from the first 
focus group get the idea that if one is Mexican, but is not fluent, then it is “not a good 
combo” and one should not “come out as Mexican?”  Although she did not directly 
answer this question, literature suggests that “social histories” may influence an 
individual’s identity based on past and present membership within a social group (Hall, 
2012, p. 31).  Furthermore, LangCrit argues that identity and language intersect with one 
another because the acts of identity are done through language (Crump, 2014).  
Additionally, LangCrit centers language as an act of resisting or perpetuating racial 
social, historical, and political associations; the learner is not just heard, but he/she is also 
seen, which shapes “individual possibilities for becoming” (Crump, 2014, p. 220).  
Therefore, if a young labeled learner believes that his/her English is inadequate, and is 
conditioned to believe that his/her language practices must be fixed or monitored over the 
years, and the stereotypes and stigma of being Latinx are layered upon this experience, 





Seemingly, this intersecting cycle (Figure 2) is defined and redefined through the 
historical, social, and political associations within the dominant narrative, for which, in 
the United States, is written by English native (White) speakers (Kubota & Lin, 2006).  
However, this does not imply that a minoritized speaker is completely under the influence 
of this hegemonic narrative indefinitely.  For example, participants of this study 
expressed how their intersection of language, identity, and race was positively influenced 
under transcaring and translanguaging environments found in college (García et al., 
2012).  They were able to transform their negative self-perceptions about race and 
language to positive ones that emanate pride in culture and bilingualism.  García et al. 
(2012) offer the idea that authentic caring environments are transformatively beneficial 
for Latinx and Latinx EL-labeled individuals because students are able to develop and 














All of the personal interview participants spoke about how college was the place 
where they encountered validated linguistic and cultural familiarities; the mere act of 
being a Latinx student in a higher education institution served as a positive affirmation to 
their linguistic repertoires and cultural backgrounds.  Being able to translanguage without 
being reprimanded, corrected, or shamed allowed the participants to feel “[boost] of self-
esteem” in their bilingualism (García et al., 2012, p. 811).  Additionally, a culture of 
transculturación and compadrazgo was a common factor among these participants 
(García et al., 2012).  They were not only able to be a product of all of their cultures and 
languages simultaneously, but they were also able to form familial-like networks with 
peers and university faculty and staff from the same or similar linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds; thus, elucidating what Rodríguez and Oseguera (2015) call a culture of 
excellence--a culture that raises awareness and pride of their cultural wealth (Rodríguez 
& Oseguera, 2015).   
Ultimately, all the participants expressed that their college experiences helped 
them transform their previous self-deficient ideologies into positive inward perceptions 
that promoted the acceptance of their fluid identity and language subjectivities (Faltis & 
Arias, 2007; García et al., 2012; Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015).  However, it was not 
determined whether these transformations only took place in college for the duration of 
this specific time.  Put differently, this study cannot conclude if participants were also 
affected by transcaring environments outside of the college atmosphere (i.e. the 
workplace, other social settings), and whether or not transcaring environments were 
found during multiple times of their lives beyond college.  Therefore, the researcher asks, 




in various environments and during multiple points of one’s life in order to maintain 
positive self-perceptions of identity, language, and race?  While a response to the posed 
question cannot be formulated within this study, the opposite effect was found among 
participants, in that, the act of “re-becoming ESL” (Marshall, 2010) was a recurring 
experience.  
In his two-year, mixed-method study, Marshall (2010) concluded that 
multilingual university students from British Columbia, Canada went through a process 
of re-becoming ESL during their first year of college: 
Despite bringing a diverse range of languages and identities to the university, 
nontraditional multilingual students...are confronted with a ‘remedial ESL’ 
identity on academic literacy courses and other courses, which positions their 
presence in the university as a problem to be fixed rather than an asset to be 
welcomed.  This is an identity which many think they have left behind at high 
school...Put simply, in order to become a university student, they have to re-
become ESL. (Marshall, 2010, p. 42) 
“Academic literacy courses” may be compared to what universities in California have 
determined to be ‘remedial courses’ (required courses that students take in order to 
prepare for college-level literacies).  In this study, two participants disclosed that they 
needed to take ‘remedial courses’ during their first year of college, and how this 
experience affected, or rather, re-affected their perception about their linguistic abilities.  
For Anita, being enrolled in a year-long remedial class reaffirmed her belief that her 
“English is probably not great” (personal communication, March 18, 2020).  Although 




of her linguistic skills and improvements.  For Ricky (personal communication, January 
31, 2020), his “EL voice” was also reaffirmed when he enrolled in a remedial course 
during his first year of college.  Believing that his “EL was holding [him] back,” he 
began to question his linguistic and academic abilities, and continued to doubt them until 
his fourth year in college (Ricky, personal communication, January 31, 2020).  Like 
Marshall’s (2010) university student participants, Anita and Ricky also went through the 
process of “re-becoming ESL” when they were “identified by the institution” (Marshall, 
2010, p. 51) as ‘remedial’--another label associated with “a negative deficit identity 
around the course” (Marshall, 2010, p. 53).  Anita was not able to leave behind her “EL” 
status at her high school graduation, and Ricky was not able to leave his “EL” identity in 
seventh grade.   
 Using Marshall’s study, it appears that the process of re-becoming ESL has the 
high possibility of happening when a ‘remedial ESL identity’ is associated with the social 
and political context.  Since students who score below college-level English and math 
scores are required by the university to enroll in remedial college courses without choice 
(especially if they want to continue to college-level literacy courses), just as they are 
assigned to EL/ESL courses in their K-12 education without choice, the experience 
positions their linguistic (and perhaps cultural) knowledge as deficient and problematic.  
Given that Marshall’s study focused on the remedial-college experience, this present 
study would like to extend the process of re-becoming ESL as a possibility of occurring 
before and beyond college.   
The findings of this study suggest that in any social and/or political context where 




deficiencies, with or without official labeling, then inward subjectivities may be 
positioned to re-become ESL (Kallifatides, 1993; Link et al., 1989; Rouse, 1988).  For 
example, after seventh grade, Ricky shared that he felt confident in his English literacy 
skills, and that he never really considered himself “EL” until his senior year of high 
school when it was suggested that he “needed to sound more White” (personal 
communication, January 31, 2020).  This is when he explained that perhaps “[his] EL” 
was affecting his writing; thus, this study proposes that his teacher’s comment subjected 
him to a linguistic and racial deficiency that led him to re-become ESL before entering a 
remedial college course.  In Focus Group 1, Speaker 3 (personal communication, 
February 22, 2020) also spoke of multiple experiences beyond college, in which she was 
and is almost forced to re-become ESL over and over again.  For instance, having worked 
in higher education for 12 years, she mentioned that the pressure to “sound 
[professional],” or rather “sound White...like a native speaker,” in her memos, emails, 
and other writing contexts, made her constantly doubt her linguistic skills in a repetitive 
cycle (Speaker 3, personal communication, February 22, 2020).  Because she could not 
deal with the inward subjection anymore, she moved into public health; however, 
Speaker 3 experienced the process of re-becoming ESL during a recent project: 
Recently...maybe three months ago, four months ago, where we were working on 
a project together and one of my colleagues said to me and somebody else, “Well 
it’s okay. I can see it in both of you, you have a language barrier.” And this is 
another Hispanic person, right?  We’re working together on this project and like 
he says, “I understand, it’s a language barrier. I can totally tell English is not your 




Like, you just, you don’t realize what you just did to me and to her. You just 
brought all of the insecurities within ourselves out so now we’re-- He’s like 
“Keep trying. Keep--” I’m like “Well, you can help us” [laughs]. (Speaker 3, 
personal communication, February 22, 2020)   
While it is uncertain if all individuals who were labeled EL undergo the process 
of re-becoming ESL, this study suggests that the possibility is present, and it can occur 
multiple times under the right circumstances.  As presented in this study, previously EL-
labeled participants experience social-psychological internalizations related to the 
labeling experience, and such inward and outward perceptions associated with the stigma 
and stereotypes of the EL label can endure beyond the presence of the label itself.  
Additionally, when intersected with the Latinx experience, which also encompasses the 
constructs of identity, race, and language, then labeling minoritized speakers from 
racialized populations heightens the possibility of maintaining the re-occurrence of 
linguistic and cultural oppressive states in identity construction, language use, and racial 
formation (Valdes, 2005).     
The following section will discuss how participants’ internalizations were 
manifested into various behaviors regarding identity, language, and culture.   
Research Question 1-a: How do these internalizations manifest in their sense of 
identity, sense of belonging, language use, and racial perception? 
 Gloria Anzaldúa (2007) makes the argument that “ethnic identity is twin skin to 
linguistic identity--I am my language” (p. 81).  She further explains that “until [she takes] 
pride in [her] language, [she] cannot take pride in [herself]” (Anzaldua, 2007, p. 81).  For 




delegitimization of the EL label early in their educational experiences; an identity that is 
connected to deficiency, inadequacy, and nonacceptance (Marshall, 2010).  Marshall 
(2020) extends this notion by asserting that the label “is not only a linguistic state, a 
course, an abbreviation, appreciated by many, disliked by others,” but also an 
“institutional and learner identity” (p. 51).  Therefore, when coupling the EL linguistic 
stigmatization with the stereotypes and stigma attached to the Latinx population (low 
expectations and deviant behavior patterns (Stein et al., 2018)), ethnic identity and 
linguistic identity really are “twin skin” (Anzaldúa, 2007).  In other words, it can be 
difficult for one to exist without any influence from the other.  In this study, how 
participants felt about their linguistic identity was parallel to their ethnic identity, and as 
an attempt to rid one, they dissociated themselves from the other. 
Having an insecure sense of identity and/or sense of belonging could manifest 
into behaviors that are reflective of the internalizations.  Step 3 of Link et al.’s (1989) 
modified labeling theory describes the ways in which individuals respond to their label as 
an effect from perceiving their stigmatization: secrecy, withdrawal, and education (p. 
403).  The two most common responses, or manifestations, shared among participants 
were secrecy and withdrawal.  For secrecy, one participant hid her bilingual ability from 
peers and friends throughout middle school and high school.  She asserted that no one 
knew she could speak Spanish for fear of being associated with poor academic 
performance and deviant behavior (Lisa, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  In 
terms of withdrawal, participants disclosed that because they were aware of the stigmas 
and stereotypes attached to the EL label, speaking Spanish, and/or their Mexican 




as listening to Mexican music, speaking Spanish in school, owning Mexican artifacts (i.e. 
the Mexican flag).  One participant said that she went as far as purposefully anglicizing 
hers and her daughter’s name because she “did not want to be associated with Mexican” 
(Speaker 3, personal communication, February 22, 2020).  However, for most of the 
participants, these negative internalizations changed to positive inward and outward 
perceptions as they progressed through college.   
For Allegra (personal communication, January 4, 2020), a first year college 
student, educating her professors of her “EL” linguistic status is her way to ensure that 
she receives the help she needs; that, if professors know she is still learning English, then 
perhaps it will “ward off negative attitudes” (Link et al., 1989, p. 403); otherwise, she 
fears that professors and peers might think she “doesn’t belong in the class” (Allegra, 
personal communication, January, 2020).  Nevertheless, her choice to only speak English 
at school is indicative of her belief that English is the superior language to be used in 
academic and professional settings.  She stated, “Spanish belongs at home” (personal 
communication, January, 2020). 
Expanding Link et al.’s (1989) Step 3 of the modified labeling theory, this study 
would like to add another form of response that may take place as a result of avoiding 
stigmatization, stereotypes, or fear of rejection: preparation.  In preparation, participants 
rehearse, rewrite, or review accepted and validated White/native speaker linguistic codes 
and patterns as a way to intentionally access linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005) in order to 
assert to their positions within certain power structures, such as a college course, work, or 
even with friends who are perceived as native English speakers.  Searching for and 




“academic synonyms” (Oscar, personal communication, February 20, 2020) not only 
helps them avoid shame or rejection, but it also reminds them that they have “worked 
hard,” they “know what [they] are doing,” and that they “belong [there]” because they 
have the knowledge and they know the language they need to communicate it, despite 
moments of doubt (Focus Group 1, February 22, 2020).          
When participants expressed confidence in their sense of identity and/or in their 
sense of belonging, opposite manifestations occurred.  In fact, just as their choices for 
secrecy and withdrawal were intentional, so are their present choices to insert, or openly 
demonstrate, their linguistic and cultural pride.  For example, they choose to speak 
Spanish in any space--school, work, social settings--and they listen to Mexican music 
loudly, in their cars, in their offices, or in their classrooms.  One participant expressed 
that he verbally corrects others when they doubt his linguistic or content knowledge 
(Oscar, personal communication, February 20, 2020).  Another participant, a high school 
math teacher, said that he now proudly displays the Mexican flag and the Aztec calendar 
in his classroom.  Similarly, another participant (also a math teacher) explained that 
between classes and breaks, he plays Mexican music to show his cultural pride (Speaker 
B, personal communication, March 14, 2020).   
Ultimately, when participants were found to have a positive sense of identity, 
sense of belonging, and linguistic and cultural pride, they were more willing to assert 
themselves in racialized spaces.  As a result, they also developed a sense of responsibility 
for others within their own cultural and linguistic communities.  Just the same, those who 
are still internalizing negative inward and outward perceptions about their bilingualism 




for others like them.  Overall, in having a positive sense of identity, participants were 
able to practice translanguaging and transculturación (García et al., 2012), as well as 
establish a culture of excellence (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015) for others to experience.  
From helping strangers who do not know how to speak English to encouraging students 
to speak Spanish in the classroom, participants are compelled to help the Latinx 
community because they need to “open...windows for one another” (Oscar, personal 
communication, February 20, 2020) and help the community realize that they are “able to 
do a lot and accomplish a lot more than [their] privileged counterparts” (Oscar, personal 
communication, February 20, 2020) because of the struggle to overcome language, 
cultural, economic, and legal barriers.             
Conclusion 
It is evident that the inward and outward perceptions formed by EL-labeled Latinx 
individuals come from a complex, multifaceted, intersecting experience involving 
identity, language, and race.  Far too many layers for this research study alone to cover.  
However, one conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that the stigma and 
stereotypes associated with the EL label do not end at the moment of redesignation or at 
the end of high school.  On the contrary, individuals who were subjected to the label form 
internalizations about identity, language, and race that can be maintained beyond the 
label marker for an indeterminate amount of time.  However, through various 
experiences, the social-psychological internalizations can change between positive and 
negative associations under certain circumstances.     
Another conclusion drawn from the study is that individuals who are part of a 




with linguistic and cultural practice, which in turn, positively affects their sense of 
identity and belonging.  Being able to find a “third space” (García et al., 2012, p. 812) 
allowed participants to be a product of all of their intersecting identities; a space where 
they can construct fluid identities, encompassing all of their linguistic and cultural 
knowledge (García et al., 2012).  For the participants of this study, the college experience 
seemed to be the common factor in providing them with examples of cultural excellence 
and translanguaging opportunities.  Encountering others like themselves in an institution 
of higher education, especially those in positions of power (i.e. professor, counselor, 
program director), gave them a tangible “critical hope” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009) needed 
to transform their “toxic environments” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009) into ones that promote 
authentic caring relationships, which is one of the principles needed for Latinx student 
success (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015).   
Nevertheless, despite having access to transcaring environments, individuals are 
still susceptible to re-becoming ESL (Marshall, 2010).  Therefore, this study suggests two 
notions: (1) individuals with negative linguistic and cultural self-perceptions may be at a 
higher risk of re-becoming ESL, while those with positive self-perceptions may be at a 
lower risk; however, the possibility is still present; (2) the process of re-becoming ESL 
can occur to previously EL-labeled individuals who are positioned against a deficit 
linguistic and/or cultural identity at any given time. 
Ultimately, it should be noted that the participants of this study are not powerless.  
They are aware of the struggles they have endured and are aware of the struggles they 
have overcome.  Asserting their identity, language, and race is an everyday intentional 




they all understand that they are “[occupying] space in systems that weren’t built for 
[them]” (Elaine Welteroth); that, in order to establish counternarratives for themselves 
and to provide transcaring spaces for the Latinx community, they must continue to strive 
for authenticity with the understanding that “we’re not the norm, we’re the exceptions, 
and we have to change that” (Oscar, personal communication, February 20, 2020).    
Implications for Practice 
The results of this study highlight the importance of establishing transcaring 
environments for EL-labeled Latinx students early in their K-12 education.  Doing so 
may help students to accept their fluid identities and rich linguistic repertoires as positive 
attributes rather than aspects of themselves that need fixing.  Establishing more 
educational policies targeted toward the EL-labeled population have not been enough to 
change the harrowing statistics that surround these learners.  Furthermore, schools are 
aware of what previous studies have already elucidated about this population of students: 
(1) they academically perform lower than their English-proficient peers; (2) they are 
often isolated on campus; (3) they endure inequitable educational opportunities.  If 
change is truly desired for the EL-labeled population, then schools need to become aware 
of the culture, curriculum, and practices that continue to foster a deficit ideology about 
these learners, especially if the population is composed of minoritized speakers from 
racialized backgrounds. 
Schools can begin to establish transcaring environments by first acknowledging 
that their EL-labeled students do not have a linguistic problem or linguistic handicap to 
overcome.  While the EL label may not change any time soon, how schools use their 




and achievement.  McLeod (1995) asserts that how one identifies within a system, and 
how one is identified within a system, can have an influence in confidence and 
motivation construction.  Additionally, a system’s perspective does have an effect on 
students’ expectations and achievements in the classroom (McLeod, 1995; Rahmani, 
2011).  Therefore, when EL-labeled students are positively identified in a school system, 
their confidence, motivation, self-expectations, and achievements are more likely to be 
positively influenced as well.   
While this study recognizes that there are not enough bilingual teachers in 
schools, and most EL teachers are underprepared to teach the EL-labeled students, the 
adoption of García et al.’s (2012) four strategies for Latinx success is highly 
recommended for schools with high populations of Latinx students, labeled and unlabeled 
(p. 808): 
1. Translanguaging and bilingualism in education; 
2. Transculturación in culturally transforming pedagogy; 
3. Transcollaboration and compadrazgo among communities of learning; 
4. Transactions through dynamic assessments. 
Additionally, while Rodríguez’ and Oseguera’s (2015) seven principles for Latinx 
student success was intended for the Latinx student population, given the researcher’s 
teaching experience, as well as thorough examination of previous literature, this study 
recommends that schools with dense populations of minoritized speakers from racialized 
populations employ the following seven principles (Rodríguez & Oseguera, 2015): 
1. Relationships 




3. Students’ Voices  
4. Students as Intellectuals 
5. Culture of Recognition 
6. Learning from Marginalized Students 
7. Building a Culture of Excellence 
Overall, if statistics surrounding EL-labeled students want to be transformed, then 
spaces of transformation must be created and maintained; students’ lives must be 
acknowledged and empathy between students and teachers must be established (Duncan-
Andrade, 2009).             
Recommendation for Research 
 As previously mentioned, there is a gap in the literature about the social-
psychological internationalizations that EL-labeled students endure because of the stigma 
and stereotypes associated with the label.  Although there has been a myriad of studies 
about academic-achievement statistics surrounding EL-classified students, more studies 
have yet to be conducted about how these achievements may or may correlate with 
students’ sense of identity, sense of belonging, and linguistic and cultural perceptions. 
Future research might also explore whether inward acceptance of fluid language 
and cultural subjectivities need “boosting” (García et al., 2012) during multiple points of 
one’s life in order to maintain positive self-perceptions of identity, language, and race.  
Alternatively, future studies may research into how or where individuals access the 
necessary “boosting” to maintain positive self-perceptions.     




individuals and hosted two focus groups (also with college-educated individuals).  
Furthermore, the majority of the participants were from Mexican backgrounds; therefore, 
research with a more diversified population will provide a wider array of responses 
regarding social-psychological internalization relative to the EL label.  Additionally, 
since this study was purely qualitative, a quantitative study on the same topic will provide 
statistical evidence on the extent to which the social-psychological internalizations are 
considered long-term.      
 Lastly, while the process of re-becoming ESL was not the scope of this study, 
future research can investigate the multiple contexts beyond the first year of college 
under which minoritized speakers may experience the process of re-becoming ESL, and 
how they specifically target this process to counter its effects.    
Concluding Remarks 
While this dissertation cannot be generalized to the entire EL-classified 
population, it does give insight as to how our learners may be deeply affected by the 
stigma and stereotypes associated with the label.  As a teacher in secondary education, it 
is disheartening to see how these students often get left behind in curriculum 
development, program development, and professional development.  How can California 
policymakers claim that they are “driven to strengthen” the accountability among the 
schools regarding their EL-labeled populations when many teaching credential programs 
do not focus enough courses and curriculum on the population?  How can schools be held 
accountable when most funding is used toward technological advancements?  To 
understand the changes that need to be done for EL-labeled Latinx students, one must 




understand how the historical, social, and political contexts have affected these learners 
and their families.  Until these culturally and linguistically rich students are perceived as 
multilingual and multicompetent learners, their bilingualism and knowledge will 
continuously be considered deficient. 
In an ideal world, negative perceptions about EL-classified students would neither 
be formed nor tolerated; however, because the linguistic practices of racialized 
individuals are surrounded and judged by White European epistemologies, they are 
considered deviant linguistic behaviors that need immediate remediation.  This is why it 
is important for the literature to continue the conversation about the negative implications 
the EL label has on its recipients.  To recognize that the EL label is not just a label that 
identifies English language learners was the first step.  To understand how the label has 
affected the academic achievement of these learners in the K-12 education system was 
the second step.  To discover what social-psychological internalizations the EL label 
constructs within the learners in and beyond their K-12 education is the next step this 
dissertation presents.  In a time where the current presidential administration seems to 
constitute that “[making] America great again” implies political battles against 
immigration (Mexico and Mexicans as its primary target), fear of the “other,” and 
English-only hegemony, strides toward making education equitable, accessible, and 
socially justified for the EL-labeled learner need to be continuously done until there is 
significant change in academic achievement scores and until there is significant change in 
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
Below is a description of the research procedures and an explanation of your rights as a research 
participant.  You should read this information carefully. If you agree to participate, you will sign 
in the space provided to indicate that you have read and understand the information on this 
consent form. You are entitled to and will receive a copy of this form. 
You have been asked to participate in a research study conducted by Veronica Aguayo, a 
doctoral candidate in the Department of International and Multicultural Education at the 
University of San Francisco. The faculty supervisor for this study is Dr. Sedique Popal, a professor 
in the Department of International and Multicultural Education at the University of San 
Francisco.  
 
WHAT THE STUDY IS ABOUT:  
The purpose of this research study is to investigate the possible emotional effects that come 
from being labeled an “English Learner” (EL) during your K-12 experience, and to investigate the 
ways in which these internalized effects are manifested and countered in everyday life.  
Objectives: 
- To obtain your honest narrative about your experiences relative to being labeled 
“English learner” 
- To obtain your honest narrative about how your past (and present, if possible) schooling 
experiences were as they relate to the EL label 
- To share your narrative for the betterment of education concerning students and adults 
who also experience(ed) labeling effects.  
  
WHAT WE WILL ASK YOU TO DO:  




Step 1: If possible, refer me to 1-3 individuals who meet the criteria for this research study. You 
do not have to recommend other possible research candidates if you do not know anyone or if 
you do not feel comfortable recommending anyone else for the study.  
Step 2: Participate in a one-one interview, either in person or over the phone/computer via 
voice or video chat. This interview will audio recorded only.  
And/or 
Step 2 or 3: Participate in focus group interview with 5-7 other individuals. These interviews will 
be conducted face-to-face only, and will be video recorded. 
**NOTE** You may choose to participate in a personal interview, but choose not to participate 
in a focus group interview, or vice versa. You also have the option to participate in both 
interview protocols.   
 
VIDEO AND AUDIORECORDINGS: interviews will be audio and/or video recorded for the 
purpose of properly transcribing and coding all interview material, both verbal and nonverbal 
body language. All recordings will be stored in a password-secure device only accessible to the 
researcher. Upon completion of the research, all transcriptions and audio/video recordings will 
be destroyed after three years.  
 
DURATION AND LOCATION OF THE STUDY:  
Your participation in this study will involve the expected durations: 
Personal Interview: single interview will take between 30 minutes to 1 hour. Interviews that are 
less than 30 minutes or more than one hour will still be considered for the study.  
Focus Group Interviews: one session will take between 1 hour to 2 hours. Participants choosing 
to participate in a focus group will only need to commit to one session.  
The personal interviews will take place in a setting comfortable for the interviewee, such as a 
general area like an empty classroom, a living room in a home, or a coffee shop. These 
interviews can also take place over the phone or vide chat. Focus Group interviews will be 
conducted in person only, and will take place in a central private space such as an empty 
classroom or a living room in a home.    
 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS:  
The research procedures described above may involve the following risks and/or discomforts: 
- Emotional/psychological – although the risk is minimal. I understand that recalling past 




- Economic: If participating in a focus group, you will need to find transportation to the 
selected location. Trip costs will not be reimbursed at any time.  
 
If you wish, you may choose to withdraw your consent and discontinue your participation at any 
time during the study without penalty. 
 
BENEFITS:  
The possible benefit to you of participating in this study is the opportunity to share your 
experiences with others like you and with others who will benefit from your personal narrative 
or counterstory. Information from this study can: 
• 1) Provide educators, administrators, and school communities with a better 
understanding of how their labeled students may be feeling about their courses and 
campus community. 
• 2) Encourage schools to pay closer attention to the academic mappings of their EL-
classified students (course selection, teacher selection counselor meetings, program 
developments) 
• 3) Propel schools to host more professional developments concerning the “EL” 
population, including but not limited to: teaching practices, ELD methods and materials, 
social-psychological well-being 
• 4) Research will elucidate the narratives and counterstories of previously labeled 
individuals, which in turn will help influence policy, curriculum, and school cultures. 
 
PRIVACY/CONFIDENTIALITY:  
NOTE:  Confidentiality means that the researcher will have a record of who participated but the 
data will be kept private. 
Any data you provide in this study will be kept confidential unless disclosure is required by 
law.  In any report we publish, we will not include information that will make it possible to 
identify you or any individual participant. Specifically, we will use pseudonyms and keep all 
personal data secure in the researcher’s password-safe device. Both the researcher and the 
dissertation committee will have access to the data. Once the researcher has fully completed 
the research study, all consent forms and identifiable data will be destroyed.  
COMPENSATION/PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION:  
There is no payment or other form of compensation for your participation in this study. 
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY:  
Your participation is voluntary, and you may refuse to participate without penalty at any 
time.  Furthermore, you may skip any questions or tasks that make you uncomfortable and may 
discontinue your participation at any time without penalty. In addition, the researcher has the 





OFFER TO ANSWER QUESTIONS:  
 
Please ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions later, you should contact the 
principal investigator: Veronica Aguayo at (916) 704-0785 or vaguayo8a@gmail.com.  If you 
have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact the 
University of San Francisco Institutional Review Board at IRBPHS@usfca.edu.  
I HAVE READ THE ABOVE INFORMATION. ANY QUESTIONS I HAVE ASKED HAVE BEEN 
ANSWERED. I AGREE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT AND I WILL RECEIVE A COPY 
OF THIS CONSENT FORM.  
 
             






One-on-One Interview Questions and Prompts 
1. Tell me about yourself. 
a. Where did you grow up?  
b. In what line of work do you do?  
c. (If in school) Where do you go to school? What is your major or area of 
study? 
d. Do you have children?  
 
2. Tell me about your high school experience. 
a. Academic experiences and social experiences 
b. How were your relationships with teachers? With other students? With 
school administration?  
 
3. When you were an EL, how did you think of yourself then? How do you believe 
others thought of you?  
 
4. Tell me memories about your time in school as an English Learner. 
a. Were you in an ELD class? Sheltered English? 
 
5. Tell me how your EL identification in school influenced or not influenced your 
past relationships with teachers, peers, administrators, and/or community 
members. 
 
6. Tell me how your experiences as an EL influenced or not influenced you in the 
way you interact with others today (e.g. family, friends, coworkers, colleagues, 
peers). 
a. Behavior in the workplace? School? Relationships?  
b. Thoughts about yourself? Your identity? 
c. What about in the way you use language at home, in school, and/or in the 
workplace? Literacy Skills (i.e. speaking and writing)? 









Focus Group Themes 
 The following themes are predicted given some of the research literature data and 
discussions. 
Themes 
- Isolation  
- Segregation 
- Lack of academic opportunity 
- Insecurity 
- Negative thoughts and feelings about self 
- Negative thoughts and feelings about cultural and linguistic community 
- Transcaring environments 
- Places of safety and acceptance 
- The EL label perception of the labeled and unlabeled 
 
Potential Follow-up Prompts 
● For those who did not do a personal interview, can you tell me how you can relate 
or not relate to one of the displayed themes?  
 
● Do you experience these feelings or thoughts in your current lives? If so, where? 
 
● Are there spaces in your current lives where the EL mentality influences or not 
influences your everyday work? Interactions with others (partners, boss, children, 
professors, colleagues, peers, family)? 
 
● How do you feel society viewed the EL label during your time in high school? 
What about the Latino student population?  
 




● When you were an EL in high school, how did you think of yourself then? How 
do you think of yourself now? How do think others perceive you today 
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